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ABSTRACT
Dendritic Development of GABAergic Cortical Interneurons Revealed
by Biolistic Transfection with GFP
Xiaoming Jin
Neurons using γ-aminobutyric acid (GABA) as a neurotransmitter are critically important
as inhibitory neurons in the CNS.  A major hindrance to further studies of this important
and highly diverse class of neurons is their relative scarcity, which makes it difficult to
identify and target them for morphological and physiological studies.  To overcome this
difficulty, we developed a novel protocol for visualizing detailed morphology of
GABAergic neurons in living mouse brain slice cultures, using biolistic transfection with
GAD67–GFP.  The morphological, immunocytochemical and physiological
characteristics of GAD67-GFP expressing neurons indicated that they were functional
GABAergic neurons.  Additionally, our data demonstrate that this technique allows
patch-clamp recording of firing patterns and postsynaptic currents from GABAergic
cortical interneurons, and unitary inhibitory postsynaptic currents from neurons
postsynaptic to them.  We imaged and reconstructed dendritic morphology of 150
GAD67-GFP expressing cortical interneurons in organotypic slice cultures. Using a novel
computational metric of dendritic polarization, we demonstrated that dendrites of about
two thirds of these GAD67–GFP expressing neurons were not randomly oriented, but
instead showed a highly significant tendency to extend along the vertical axis of the
cortex, indicating that GABAergic interneurons make an important contribution to the
vertical bias of the neocortical neuropil.  We further tested the hypothesis that brain
derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF) is involved in activity-dependent dendritic growth of
cortical GABAergic interneurons.  By repeated confocal imaging of the same living GFP-
expressing neurons at 5-day intervals, we demonstrated that both high KCl medium and
BDNF enhance dendritic growth of GABAergic neurons, and that the enhancing effect of
depolarization on dendritic growth is mediated by BDNF, while the BDNF effect is not
dependent on neuronal activity.  These results suggest that enhanced neuronal activity
acts to promote dendritic growth of GABAergic interneurons by increasing expression
and release of BDNF from neighboring neurons.  Altogether, we demonstrated two
modes of dendritic development in GABAergic cortical interneurons: vertically-oriented
growth and activity-dependent growth, with each probably serving different functional
requirements of the cerebral cortex. Our results also demonstrate that biolistic
transfection with GAD67-GFP is an efficient, flexible and reliable technique for
electrophysiological and morphological studies of living GABAergic interneurons.
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Introduction
2Literature Review
A. GABAergic interneurons in the cerebral cortex
1. Physiological functions of GABAergic cortical interneurons
GABAergic interneurons are a class of neurons that synthesize and utilize γ-
aminobutyric acid (GABA) as a neurotransmitter. Although they account for only 15-
25% of the total number of neurons in the neocortex (Hendry et al., 1987; Ren et al.,
1992; Micheva and Beaulieu, 1995c), cortical GABAergic neurons have very important
roles in the development and function of the cerebral cortex, including: (1) restricting the
general excitability of the cortex through feedback and feedforward inhibition, thus
preventing the initiation and spread of epileptiform activity (Connors et al., 1988; Avoli
et al., 1997; Treiman, 2001);  (2) restricting and shaping receptive fields in the sensory
cortex (Sillito, 1975; Sillito and Kemp, 1983; Hicks and Dykes, 1983; Dykes, 1997).  (3)
acting as pacemakers for the synchronized processing of information (Avoli, 1996; Bland
and Oddie, 2001);  and (4) releasing GABA, which may function as a neurotrophic factor
during development by promoting neuronal precursor proliferation, neurite growth,
synaptogenesis and expression of GABA receptors and certain other proteins (Barker et
al., 1998; Lauder et al., 1998).  All of these functions are exerted through the release of
GABA, which activates GABAA or GABAB
 receptors.  Both GABAA and GABAB
receptors play critical roles in cortical inhibition, but their mechanisms of action and
effects are quite different.  The GABAA receptor is a ligand-gated chloride channel
located on the postsynaptic membrane (Caruncho et al., 1993; Somogyi et al., 1996).  In
mature neurons, GABAA receptor activation causes hyperpolarization of postsynaptic
3neurons by an outward current through an increase in chloride conductance (Soltesz and
Mody, 1994).  However, in neonatal cortex, GABA depolarizes postsynaptic neurons by
inducing an inward current at resting membrane potentials (Agmon et al., 1996, Owens et
al 1996), presumably owing to a high intracellular chloride concentration maintained by
furosemide-sensitive Cl- transport (Ikeda et al., 1997).  In contrast, GABAB receptors are
located on both presynaptic and postsynaptic membranes.  They are metabotropic, i.e.
they exert their control on neuronal excitability via coupling to G-proteins, and their
activation results in hyperpolarization of the postsynaptic neuron due to opening of
potassium channels.  GABAB receptor mediated, potassium dependent IPSPs have been
recorded in a variety of CNS regions, including the neocortex, hippocampus and
thalamus (Newberry and Nicoll, 1985; Connors et al., 1988; McCormick, 1989; Misgeld
et al., 1995; van Brederode and Spain, 1995).  In addition to their postsynaptic action,
GABAB receptors reduce transmitter release by affecting calcium channels located on
presynaptic terminals (Scholz and Miller, 1991; Doze et al., 1995; Guyon and Leresche,
1995).
1.1 Mediating cortical inhibition
The normal functioning of the cerebral cortex critically depends on the balance
between excitatory and inhibitory mechanisms.  GABA released by GABAergic
interneurons plays a key role in controlling cortical excitability and preventing the
network from firing synchronous paroxysmal discharges (Connors et al., 1988). Many
observations suggest that a long-lasting decrease in inhibition underlies epileptiform
activity in the hippocampus (Kapur et al., 1989; Avoli et al., 1995; Isokawa, 1996;
4Mangan and Lothman, 1996).  Alterations in one or more components of the GABAergic
system might be sufficient to cause epileptiform discharges or to facilitate the generation
of epileptiform activity (Roberts and Ribak, 1986; Olsen et al., 1992).  Many types of
epileptic disorders are associated with morphological (Sloper et al., 1980; Roberts and
Ribak, 1986; Sloviter, 1987), metabolic (Kamphuis et al., 1989; Janjua et al., 1991) and
functional (Bekenstein and Lothman, 1993) changes in the GABAergic system.  For
example, the blockade of GABAA receptors in hippocampal or neocortical slices by
selective antagonists results in epileptiform events (Gutnick et al., 1982), and loss of
excitatory input to inhibitory cells from damaged CA3 pyramidal cells can result in
epilepsy (dormant basket cell hypothesis) (Sloviter, 1991; Bekenstein and Lothman,
1993).  Although GABAA receptors seem to play a major role in the prevention of seizure
activity, as has been extensively explored, participation of GABAB receptors in both
inducing (Bernasconi et al., 1992; Snead, 1992) and preventing (Badran et al., 1997;
(Vergnes et al., 1997) different seizures has also been proposed.  In a model of chronic
temporal lobe epilepsy, Mangan and Lothman (1996) describe the dysfunction of both
pre- and postsynaptic GABAB receptor mediated processes (Mangan and Lothman,
1996).  Furthermore, GABAB-receptor antagonists prolong paroxysmal depolarizing
shifts induced by GABAA receptor antagonists in hippocampal (Karlsson et al., 1992;
Scanziani et al., 1994) and neocortical (McCormick, 1989) pyramidal cells.
1.2 Restricting receptive fields
One important consequence of GABAergic inhibition is to restrict receptive fields
(RFs) of cortical neurons in sensory neocortex, making them appear smaller than the sum
5of all their excitatory inputs.  Several groups have demonstrated this effect in rat, cat,
monkey and raccoon by using microiontophoresis to deliver GABAA receptor antagonists
such as picrotoxin and bicuculline directly onto neurons in the somatosensory (Dykes et
al., 1984; Hicks and Dykes, 1983; Alloway and Burton, 1991; Tremere et al., 2001) and
visual cortex (Sillito, 1975; Sillito and Kemp, 1983; Wang et al., 2002).  A similar effect
has been demonstrated also in subcortical neurons (Kulesza, 2002).  In general, these
studies found that the size of the neuronal receptive fields in sensory cortical areas
expands markedly when GABAA receptors are blocked.  The magnitude of this receptive
field enlargement is related to the layer of cortex in which the neuron is located, with
greater expansion observed for superficial neurons than for those below layer IV,
indicating a greater GABAergic control over receptive field size in supragranular
neurons. In contrast to the effect of GABAA receptor antagonists, glutamate
administration alters the threshold for all inputs without eliciting significant changes in
receptive field size (Hicks and Dykes, 1983; Dykes et al., 1984; Alloway et al., 1989),
indicating that the increased receptive field size with GABAA receptor antagonists is due
to a removal of inhibition rather than to non-specific lowering of thresholds for all inputs.
Response latency is significantly longer for responses elicited from the expanded territory
compared to those elicited from within the original receptive field, suggesting that
receptive field expansion might be mediated by multisynaptic intracortical connections
(Alloway and Burton, 1991). Although GABAA receptors play a major role in mediating
this effect, GABAB receptors also participate in determining receptive field dimensions
(Kaneko and Hicks, 1988; Kyriazi et al., 1996).
61.3 Synchronization of neuronal activity
Synchronized firing of populations of neurons gives rise to “oscillations” in the
brain: regularly occurring waveforms of similar shape and duration.  Oscillations occur in
diverse brain structures over a range of frequencies (<1 to >200 Hz) and in distinct
behavioral states such as perception, movement initiation, memory, and sleep (Buzsaki
and Chrobak, 1995; Singer and Gray, 1995).  Overall, fast oscillations at beta (12-30 Hz)
and gamma (30-80 Hz) frequencies are relevant to cognition, whereas slow oscillations of
1-4 Hz dominate during deep sleep (Steriade et al., 1993) or some epileptiform activities
(Reiher et al., 1989; Gambardella et al., 1995; Normand et al., 1995).
Originating from principal neurons in the cortex, glutamatergic synaptic
excitation via the AMPA type receptor usually desynchronizes, rather than synchronizes,
repetitive spike firings of mutually coupled neurons (Hansel et al., 1995).  Therefore,
synchronizing mechanisms depend at least in part on the ability of populations of
GABAergic neurons, such as fast-spiking interneurons (Buzsaki and Eidelberg, 1983;
Lytton and Sejnowski, 1991), to entrain the firing of pyramidal cell populations (Cobb et
al., 1995; Whittington et al., 1995; Whittington et al., 2000).  Morphologically, many
types of GABAergic interneurons have extensive axonal arborizations and heavy
interconnections, forming distinct networks, which form the structural basis for
generating coherent rhythms (Buzsaki and Chrobak, 1995; Freund and Buzsaki, 1996),
and imposing synchronized inhibition onto a population of principal neurons in the local
assembly (Buhl et al., 1994; Cobb et al., 1995).  In the hippocampus and neocortex, when
AMPA and NMDA receptor-mediated synaptic transmissions is blocked, excitation of
GABAergic interneurons by metabotropic glutamate receptors results in GABAA
7receptor-dependent gamma oscillations (20-70 Hz) (Whittington et al., 1995; Jefferys et
al., 1996).  The frequency of these oscillations is directly influenced by the decay kinetics
of GABAA-mediated synaptic currents, supporting the concept
 that networks with
reciprocal inhibition can produce synchronized activities (Traub et al., 1996; Wang and
Buzsaki, 1996).  Intracellular recordings show a post-tetanic depolarization that drives
interneuron network activity to produce a gamma oscillation consisting of trains of
GABAA receptor-mediated inhibitory synaptic
 potentials (Traub et al., 1999).  This
synaptic inhibition-based gamma oscillation entrains and synchronizes action potential
generation in pyramidal cells, producing population spikes at gamma frequencies. This
can be demonstrated by observing the effects of GABAergic modulators on IPSP trains or
by the observation of population spike frequencies in field recordings (Faulkner et al.,
1998, 1999).  The IPSPs were assumed to originate from the firing activities of fast-
spiking interneurons synchronized by their interconnections.  In the behaving rat,
physiologically identified interneurons were shown to fire spikes in the gamma frequency
range and phase-lock to the local field waves (Bragin et al., 1995).  Results of computer
simulations provide further evidence that gamma oscillations are dependent on synaptic
inhibition between interneurons, and from interneurons to pyramidal cells (Whittington et
al., 1995; Traub et al., 1996).  It was also shown that slow oscillations of 5 Hz originate
from a GABAergic interneuronal network that interacts through reciprocal inhibition
mediated by GABAA receptors and gap junctions (Cobb et al., 1995).
Gap junctions commonly exist between cortical interneurons and provide for
electrotonic coupling between subtypes of interneurons (Katsumaru et al., 1988; Deans et
al., 2001; Priest et al., 2001).  In recent years, more and more evidence shows that gap
8junctions contribute to the synchronization of inhibition.  Studies of electrically coupled
pairs of cortical GABAergic interneurons have shown that entraining occurs if both cells
are electrically coupled (Galarreta and Hestrin, 1999; Gibson et al., 1999) or if both cells
are electrically and chemically coupled (Tamas et al., 2000).  Gap junctions can enhance
the synchronization of IPSP-mediated gamma oscillations in pharmacologically isolated
interneuron networks (Yang and Michelson, 2001), and synchronize neocortical low-
threshold spiking (LTS) interneurons in a 3-6 Hz rhythm, which persists when ionotropic
glutamate and GABAA receptors are blocked (Beierlein et al., 2000).  Knockout of the
gap junction protein connexin 36 results in weaker and more spatially restricted
synchrony of rhythmic inhibitory potentials elicited by a metabotropic glutamate receptor
agonist (Deans et al., 2001).
1.4 Neurotrophic effects
In addition to serving as an inhibitory neurotransmitter in mature neurons, GABA
released from GABAergic neurons also functions as a neurotrophic factor during early
development.   Many of the neurotrophic effects of GABA are thought to occur during the
embryonic and early postnatal periods when GABAA receptor
 activation produces
membrane depolarization (Cherubini et al., 1991; Berninger et al., 1995; Owens et al.,
1996).  GABAA receptor activation has been shown to promote neuronal precursor
proliferation (Fiszman et al., 1999; Haydar et al., 2000) or to inhibit proliferation and
promote exit from the mitotic cycle (LoTurco et al., 1995), affect neuronal migration
(Behar et al., 1996), promote cell survival (Ikeda et al., 1997), promote neurite growth
and differentiation (Spoerri and Wolff, 1981; Perry et al., 1984; Spoerri, 1988; Michler,
91990; Barbin et al., 1993), influence gene expression (Marty et al., 1996), facilitate
synaptogenesis, and enhance the expression of GABA receptors (Madtes and Redburn,
1983; Meier et al., 1984; Messersmith and Redburn, 1993).
The depolarizing action of GABAA-receptor
 activation has been shown to open
voltage-gated Ca2+ channels, thereby increasing intracellular calcium and initiating
intracellular signaling cascades (Yuste and Katz, 1991; LoTurco et al., 1995; Ikeda et al.,
1997), supporting the hypothesis that Ca2+-dependent second-messenger pathways may
mediate the developmental effects of GABA (Ben-Ari et al., 1997).  For example,
GABA-induced depolarization in embryonic hippocampal cultures has been shown to
activate L-type voltage-gated Ca2+ channels and upregulate BDNF and c-fos expression
(Berninger et al., 1995).  The mechanism may involve downstream activation of the
transcription factor CREB because a pathway involving depolarization, voltage-
dependent Ca2+ increase, and activation of CREB has been shown to induce BDNF
expression (Shieh et al., 1998; Tao et al., 1998).  The depolarizing effect of GABA may
function in concert with NMDA-receptor activation to facilitate synaptogenesis and
synaptic consolidation.  NMDA receptors underlie the robust synaptic and developmental
plasticity seen in immature animals (Neuhoff et al., 1999; Chevaleyre et al., 2002).
Because GABAergic synapses in the cerebral cortex develop early and have depolarizing
effects, GABA can relieve the Mg2+ block of the NMDA receptors in the immature brain,
allowing calcium influx.  The increased intracellular calcium may trigger a variety of
processes, such as neuronal growth, synapse formation and stabilization.
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2. Pyramidal neurons and interneurons in the cerebral cortex
In the cerebral cortex, there are mainly two types of neurons based on their
morphology and functions: the majority are glutamatergic, excitatory neurons (mostly
pyramidal), and the rest are GABAergic nonpyramidal interneurons.  Pyramidal neurons
exist in all layers of the neocortex except layer I.  They share common morphological
features including a pyramid-shaped soma, a long apical dendrite extending towards the
pial surface, and several shorter basal dendrites growing in all directions.  Their axon
usually emerges from the basal side of the soma and extends downward to the white
matter, to project to other cortical areas or subcortical targets, while also giving rise to
several upward branches (termed collaterals) that terminate locally.  Most pyramidal
neurons fire action potentials with a marked frequency accommodation and are termed
“regular spiking” (RS) (Connors and Gutnick, 1990).  They make asymmetric synapses,
often on dendritic spines, and exert an excitatory effect by releasing the neurotransmitter
glutamate.
In contrast to pyramidal cells, neocortical nonpyramidal neurons are generally
inhibitory, GABAergic interneurons, except for spiny stellate neurons in layer IV of some
sensory areas, and a small percentage of the bipolar neuron population, which are
excitatory ( Peters and Kimerer, 1981; Houser et al., 1983; Meinecke and Peters, 1987).
GABAergic interneurons account for about 15-25% of the total population of neocortical
neurons (Hendry et al., 1987).   These neurons often have smooth or sparsely spiny
dendrites, and diverse dendritic morphologies.  Their classification into bipolar, bitufted,
different sized multipolar (stellate) and horizontal neurons is mainly based on their
dendritic trees (Feldman and Peters, 1978; see Section 4 for other classifications).  The
11
axons of GABAergic neurons almost always terminate in the immediate vicinity of the
parent neuron, and make symmetric synapses with various postsynaptic targets including
somata, dendrites and initial segments of axons of other neurons, or even on their own
somata and dendrites (autapses; Peters and Proskauer, 1980; Thomson et al., 1996).
GABAergic interneurons exist in all layers of the cerebral cortex.  Most of layer I
neurons are GABAergic, including Cajal-Retzius neurons (Imamoto et al., 1994).  The
supragranular layers have the greatest density of GABA immunopositive neurons
whereas GABAergic punctate profiles are more numerous in layer IV.  The largest
GABAergic somata are located in layers III and V, while layer VI has the most
heterogeneous population of GABAergic neurons (Meinecke and Peters, 1987;
Chmielowska et al., 1988; Prieto et al., 1994).
3. GAD67 and GAD65
GABA is synthesized from glutamate by the enzyme glutamic acid decarboxylase
(GAD).  GAD has two isoforms, encoded by distinct genes, one with a molecular weight
of 65 kDa (GAD65) and the other of 67 kDa (GAD67).  Although the mRNAs of GAD67
and GAD65 have been detected in excitatory pyramidal neurons (Cao et al., 1996), the
proteins of both enzymes are localized only in GABAergic neurons (Rimvall and Martin,
1991; Martin and Rimvall, 1993).  The brain distributions of these isoforms are nearly
identical, but their subcellular localization and affinities for the cofactor pyridoxal
phosphate are different, reflecting different regulatory mechanisms and physiological
functions.  GAD67 is a cytosolic enzyme that is widely distributed throughout the neuron
including the soma, dendrites and axon.  It exists in an active holoenzyme form saturated
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with its cofactor pyridoxal phosphate.  Therefore, GAD67 functions in synthesizing
GABA to meet basal functional requirements for inhibitory neurotransmission (Kaufman
et al., 1991), and is regulated at the transcriptional level through the production of new
enzyme protein.  In the cerebral cortex of the newborn GAD67 knockout mouse, GAD
activities and GABA content were reduced to 20% and 7% of the normal level,
respectively, supporting the essential role of GAD67 in maintaining basal GABA
concentration in interneurons (Asada et al., 1997).  In contrast, GAD65 is primarily
located in axon terminals and reversibly anchored to the membrane of synaptic vesicles
that store and secrete GABA (Kaufman et al., 1991; Esclapez et al., 1994).  Only about
half of GAD65 exists as active holoenzyme in combination with its cofactor pyridoxal
phosphate.  Since the interaction of GAD with the cofactor pyridoxal phosphate is a
major factor in the short-term regulation of GAD activity, GAD65 may provide reserve
pools of GABA for maintaining the level of inhibitory neurotransmission and function at
times of increased synaptic activity.  This idea is supported by the fact that knockout of
GAD65 does not affect brain GABA content or animal behavior, but increases the
animals’ susceptibility to seizures (Kash et al., 1997).  In CA1, deletion of the GAD65
gene does not affect basal GABAergic transmission, but it compromises the ability to
sustain repetitive activation (Tian et al., 1999).  Similarly, in the visual cortex, the steady-
state response to prolonged stimulation is clearly reduced in GAD65 knockout mice, but
the magnitude of the maximal IPSC is not affected by the mutation (Choi et al., 2002).
Thus, the availability of GAD65 appears to be a limiting factor for the efficacy of
transmission at high frequencies but not the potency or number of GABAergic inputs in
the cortex (Kash et al., 1997; Hensch et al., 1998).
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The coding region of the GAD67 gene comprises 18 exons spanning 42 kb of
genomic DNA, with Exon 1 and 64 bp of exon 2 defining the 5' untranslated region of
GAD67 mRNA.  Neuron-specific and cell type-specific expression of GAD67 is
regulated by a combination of restrictive silencers and spatial enhancers in the 5’ region
of the GAD67 gene.  The first intron is necessary for GAD67 expression in postnatal and
adult brain (Szabo et al., 1996; Katarova et al., 1998).  In this study, we used the GAD67
promoter, including the first intron and first two exons, to drive the transcription of green
fluorescent protein (GFP).  Because GAD67 is exclusively expressed in GABAergic
neurons and is constitutively active, the expression of GFP was expected to be limited to
GABAergic neurons and to be maintained at a constant level.
4. Classification of GABAergic cortical interneurons
Cortical GABAergic neurons have been identified and visualized by different
techniques, ranging from autoradiographic localization of (3H) GABA following its
uptake, to GAD and GABA immunocytochemistry.  While all GABAergic neurons share
several common features such as synthesizing GAD and GABA, being non-pyramidal in
shape, lacking axonal projections to subcortical or other cortical areas, and forming
symmetric synapses, GABAergic neurons are heterogeneous in their morphological,
neurochemical and electrophysiological characteristics.  This diversity makes it difficult
to classify interneurons into clear morphological or functional subgroups, which greatly
hinders our further understanding of their physiological functions in the cortical neuronal
network.
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4.1 Morphological types
Although there is not a universally accepted morphological classification of the
cortical GABAergic neurons, some well-characterized types of GABAergic neurons are
widely recognized based on dendritic and axonal morphologies together with
ultrastructural features of their postsynaptic targets and their patterns of synapses
(Figures 1.1 and 1.2).
1). Basket cells are multipolar cells located in different layers of the cortex with
long aspiny dendrites and ascending axons. The unique characteristics of basket cells is
that their axon terminals end in baskets of symmetric axosomatic synapses on the somata
of pyramidal cells and spiny stellate cells, providing powerful perisomatic inhibitory
input to these neurons.  Based on their somata sizes, basket cells can be further divided
into large, medium and small basket cells, each having distinct laminar location and
morphological characteristics (DeFelipe et al., 1986; Kisvarday et al., 1993; Kawaguchi,
1995).
2). Chandelier cells are located in layer II and III of the neocortex, and are
characterized by their chandelier-like, vertically oriented strings of axonal boutons, which
form axo-axonic synapses with the axon initial segments of pyramidal neurons in layer II
and III, to “veto” the generation of action potentials.  Their sparsely spinous dendritic
trees are usually bitufted and vertically oriented (Peters et al., 1982; Kisvarday et al.,
1986; DeFelipe et al., 1989).  These neurons express the calcium binding protein
parvalbumin (PV; Kawaguchi, 1995).
3). Double bouquet cells are small to medium sized multipolar cells located in
layer II/III of the primate cortex. They have long vertically oriented axons with the
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ascending branches spreading through layer II and I, and the descending branches
reaching layer V or even the white matter.  These neurons form axodendritic synapses
with dendritic shafts or spines of pyramidal cells. Double bouquet cells express calbindin
(Somogyi and Cowey, 1981; DeFelipe et al., 1989; Lund and Lewis, 1993).
4). Martinotti cells are found in layers V and VI and have multipolar or bitufted
dendritic trees. Their typical feature is their ascending axon, which emerges from a
primary dendrite or from the soma and forms a terminal plexus in layer V and in layer
II/III.  Some collaterals ascend to layer I and branch horizontally within it.  These
neurons express somatostatin or calbindin (Wahle, 1993; Kawaguchi and Kubota, 1996).
5). Neurogliaform cells are small aspiny cells located in layers I, II/III and IV.
These cells have short dendrites and a very dense local axonal arborization.  They express
calbindin and are of the late-spiking (LS) physiological subtype (see below; Hedlich and
Werner, 1986; Kawaguchi, 1995; Hestrin and Armstrong, 1996).
6). Bipolar cells are mainly located in layer II/III and have ascending and
descending aspiny vertically-oriented dendrites arising from the upper and lower poles of
small ovoid or fusiform somata.  Their axons generally originate from the soma or from a
primary dendrite and also follow a vertical trajectory to descend toward layers V/VI
(Meinecke and Peters, 1987; Peters, 1990).  The majorities of vasoactive intestinal
polypeptide (VIP) expressing neurons are bipolar cells (Connor and Peters, 1984; Porter
et al., 1998)
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4.2 Neurochemical types
By using immunohistochemistry and RT-PCR techniques, it was found that the
majority of GABAergic cortical neurons express one or more of a subset of three well
studied calcium binding proteins: calbindin (CB), calretinin (CR) and parvalbumin (PV),
and four neuropeptides: somatostatin (SOM), neuropeptide Y (NPY), cholecystokinin
(CCK) and vasoactive intestinal polypeptide (VIP).  With the exception of calbindin and
calretinin expression in some cortical pyramidal neurons (Alcantara and Ferrer, 1995;
Fonseca et al., 1995), calcium-binding proteins and neuropeptides are almost exclusively
confined within the cerebral cortex to GABAergic interneurons.  Of the three calcium
binding proteins, PV has the highest rate of expression, followed by CB and CR, each
with a layer specific distribution (Kubota et al., 1994).  CR and CB-positive neurons are
most dense in layer II/III, while PV expression is highest in neurons of the middle
cortical layers (Lund and Lewis, 1993; Gabbott et al., 1997).  Co-expression of two
calcium binding proteins, such as CB+PV or CB+CR in a single interneuron, is also
detected frequently, but co-expression of PV and CR has never been observed (Kubota et
al., 1994; Celio, 1990; Alcantara et al., 1996; Gonchar and Burkhalter, 1997).  The
majority of nonpyramidal GABAergic neurons also express one or more neuropeptides,
with SOM being the most frequently detected neuropeptide in all cortical layers (ranging
from 26 to 45% of interneurons depending on the cortical layer; Kubota et al., 1994).
The majority of NPY cells are in layers II/III (Kubota et al., 1994; Alcantara et al., 1996).
Among the four neuropeptides, SOM is often colocalized with NPY, and VIP with CCK
(Kubota and Kawaguchi, 1997).  SOM is frequently found in CB-containing cells, while
VIP containing cells are often CR positive (Kawaguchi and Kubota, 1997).
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The expression of the above molecular markers can be correlated with distinct
morphological or physiological GABAergic cell types.  Thus, CB and CR appears to be
present in double-bouquet cells, CB in neurogliaform cells, Martinotti cells and double-
bouquet cells, PV in fast spiking chandelier and basket cells (Kawaguchi, 1993; Conde et
al., 1994), VIP or NPY preferentially in bipolar cells (Connor and Peters, 1984;
Magistretti et al., 1984; Porter et al., 1998), and both CR and CB in Cajal-Retzius
neurons of layer I (Conde et al., 1994).  Nevertheless, we often find that expression of
neurochemical markers does not define a unique functional subtype of GABAergic
interneurons (Kubota et al., 1994;Cauli et al., 1997).
The proportion and distribution of the calcium binding proteins and neuropeptides
in cortical GABAergic neurons undergoes considerable change during postnatal
maturation.  Lineage analysis revealed that the neurochemical phenotypes are not
inherited by clonal relation, but are induced and modified by environmental and
epigenetic cues (Mione et al., 1994).  In fact, many of the neurochemical molecules are
transiently expressed during early development, and neurons may undergo phenotypic
changes later on (Parnavelas and Cavanagh, 1988).  For example, the percentages of
NPY, SOM and CCK neurons increase postnatally to a peak during the first three
postnatal weeks, before decreasing to adult values (Papadopoulos et al., 1993; Vogt
Weisenhorn et al., 1998; Gao et al., 2000).  The number of NPY neurons changes during
postnatal development in an area- and layer-specific manner in the visual cortex (Obst
and Wahle, 1995).  CB-expressing interneurons are abundant by the second postnatal
week and decrease concurrently with the onset of PV expression.  There is a transient
colocalization of CB and PV, suggesting a phenotypic shift from CB to PV expression
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(Alcantara et al., 1993; 1996).
It is not quite clear what is the function of calcium binding proteins and
neuropeptides in cortical GABAergic interneurons.  It seems that we are familiar with
them more as useful molecular markers of neuronal subpopulations than with their
physiological function.  Evidence from gene knockout and overexpression studies shows
that calcium binding proteins may play important roles in controlling internal calcium
homeostasis and regulating synaptic plasticity, while neuropeptides are involved in
regulation of the excitability of cortical networks and in neuroprotection (Erickson et al.,
1996; McQuiston and Colmers, 1996).  For example, CB and CR have been shown to
control calcium homeostasis in neurons by buffering calcium and regulating calcium
channel activity (Lledo et al., 1992).  Overexpression of CB results in modifications of
the time course and spatial spreading of intracellular calcium transients (Mattson et al.,
1991; Chard et al., 1995).  Overexpression of CB in cultured hippocampal neurons
suppresses posttetanic potentiation (PTP), probably by increasing the calcium buffering
capacity to interfere with the residual calcium accumulation responsible for enhanced
transmitter release during PTP (Chard et al., 1995).  A similar mechanism has been
postulated to explain the absence of long-term potentiation (LTP) induction in the dentate
gyrus of CR knockout mice.  In the absence of CR, the decreased Ca2+ buffering capacity
in presynaptic terminals results in enhanced release of GABA, which further causes the
inhibition of LTP (Schurmans et al., 1997).  PV is a slow Ca2+ buffer that may affect the
amplitude and time course of intracellular Ca2+ transients in terminals after an action
potential.  In PV knockout mice, paired-pulse facilitation is observed instead of paired-
pulse depression, which occurs in the GABAergic synapses of normal mice. Thus, PV
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potently modulates short-term synaptic plasticity by acting as a slow calcium buffer
(Caillard et al., 2000).  VIP can modulate the excitability of cortical neurons (Haas and
Gahwiler, 1992), and enhance neuronal responses to sensory inputs in the visual cortex
(Murphy et al., 1993).  In addition, VIP is involved in the regulation of cerebral blood
flow and energy supply, because it causes vasodilatation of pial blood vessels
(McCulloch and Edvinsson, 1980; Yaksh et al., 1987), and some VIP-containing
terminals are closely associated with intracortical blood vessels (Eckenstein and
Baughman, 1984; Chedotal et al., 1994; Chedotal et al., 1994).  SOM affects
electrophysiological properties of neurons, modulates neurotransmission and
hyperpolarizes hippocampal neurons during seizures (Vezzani and Hoyer, 1999).  It
inhibits the generation of epileptiform activity by specifically reducing recurrent
excitation between CA3 neurons in the hippocampus, possibly through a presynaptic
mechanism (Tallent and Siggins, 1999).  NPY acts presynaptically to inhibit
glutamatergic inputs on pyramidal neurons (McQuiston and Colmers, 1996); it is
probably involved in preventing seizure activity in the adult brain (Gall et al., 1990;
Erickson et al., 1996).
4.3 Electrophysiological types
Electrophysiological recordings from cortical GABAergic neurons have revealed
diverse firing patterns of action potentials, some of which are unique to GABAergic
neurons and closely related to their physiological functions, while others are also seen in
cortical pyramidal neurons (Refer to Figure 1.1).
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Fast spiking neurons (FS) are a unique class of cortical GABAergic interneurons
representing about one third (or more) of the total interneuron population.  They have low
input resistances and fire high frequency spikes of short duration without
accommodation.  Morphologically, these neurons correspond to basket and chandelier
cells (Connors and Gutnick, 1990; Kawaguchi, 1995).  A majority of FS cells express PV
(Kawaguchi, 1993; Kawaguchi, 1995; Kawaguchi and Kubota, 1996).  Therefore, a
relatively homogeneous population of interneurons can be defined based on the
association of firing pattern and PV expression. However, CB and/or neuropeptides are
also expressed in this group of neurons, and a variable subunit composition of AMPA
receptors has been found in FS cells by single-cell RT-PCR (Lambolez et al., 1996),
indicating some heterogeneity in this population of GABAergic neurons.
Another large group of GABAergic interneurons are called regular spiking
nonpyramidal (RSNP) cells because they fire action potentials with a longer duration,
moderate accommodation, and a smaller after hyperpolarization (AHP) than those in FS
cells, similar to pyramidal neurons.  However, RSNP and pyramidal neurons can be
differentiated by their intrinsic firing patterns.  Pyramidal cells fire slower action
potentials with stronger accommodation, smaller AHP and slower recovery of AHP than
RSNP.  Additionally, the second action potential of a spike train evoked in pyramidal
cells is always slower than the first.  This increase in action potential duration is not
observed or is small in most RSNP cells (Connors and Gutnick, 1990; Kawaguchi, 1993;
Cauli et al., 1997).  The morphology of these neurons is heterogeneous; they include
double bouquet cells, bipolar cells and some multipolar cells (Kawaguchi, 1995).  RSNP
cells also exhibit a large diversity in the expression pattern of neurochemical markers.
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CB is detected more frequently than CR and PV.  With regard to neuropeptide
expression, SOM is the most frequently expressed, followed by NPY, CCK and VIP.
Some RSNP cells co-express two or more calcium binding proteins or neuropeptides,
with the CB and SOM having the highest occurrence (Cauli et al., 1997).  Nevertheless,
calcium binding proteins and neuropeptides in RSNP cells seem to be randomly
associated, and therefore this type of association probably does not define homogeneous
subpopulations of RSNP cells.
Irregular spiking (IS) neurons are characterized by their irregular firing behavior.
Their firing patterns consist of an initial burst followed by intermittent action potentials at
an irregular frequency.  Higher stimulation intensity mainly results in an increase in the
firing frequency within the initial burst.  These neurons are a small population located in
layers II/III and V of the neocortex.  They are bipolar in morphology and co-express VIP,
CR (Magistretti et al., 1984; Peters and Harriman, 1988; Kawaguchi, 1995; Kawaguchi
and Kubota, 1996) and choline acetyltransferase (ChAT) mRNAs (Porter et al., 1998).
These common features support the view that IS cells form a relatively homogeneous cell
population that may serve a specific physiological function in the neocortex (Porter et al.,
1998).
There are other physiological subtypes described.  Burst spiking nonpyramidal
(BSNP) cells exhibit bursting activity (two or more spikes riding on a slow depolarizing
hump) from hyperpolarized potentials and contain SOM, CB or VIP; their morphological
types include Martinotti cells and double bouquet cells (Kawaguchi, 1995).  Late spiking
(LS) cells exhibit slowly developing ramp depolarizations near threshold.  They exhibit
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neurogliaform morphology (Kawaguchi, 1995), and express CB, CR or PV ( Lund and
Lewis, 1993; Gabbott et al., 1997).
It has also been proposed that there are two populations of inhibitory neurons that
separately give rise to fast GABAA or slow GABAB responses, since glutamate
microapplications onto cortical inhibitory interneurons results in completely separate
activation of fast and slow IPSPs (Benardo, 1994).  Additional studies suggest that the
inhibitory cells that provide for fast and slow inhibition may be further distinguished on
the basis of the presynaptic glutamate receptors they possess (Ling and Benardo, 1995).
5. Development of cortical GABAergic interneurons
5.1 Neurogenesis and migration
The cortical projection (pyramidal) neurons originate in the ventricular zone of
the dorsal telencephalon, and migrate radially across the intermediate zone to the cortical
plate.  In contrast, GABAergic neurons are thought to originate in the subcortical
ganglionic eminence of the ventral telencephalon, and follow a tangential migratory route
through the intermediate zone into the cerebral cortex (Figure 1.3; Tan et al., 1998;
Lavdas et al., 1999). A recent study demonstrates the existence of two distinct lineages of
neocortical GABAergic neurons in humans. One lineage represents 65% of neocortical
GABAergic neurons and originates from the ventricular and subventricular zone of the
dorsal forebrain; while the other forms around 35% of the GABAergic neurons and
originates from the ganglionic eminence of the ventral forebrain (Letinic et al., 2002).
Cortical GABAergic neurons follow the same inside-out migration pattern as pyramidal
neurons but become more diffusely distributed after the peak of neurogenesis (Cobas and
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Fairen, 1988; Peduzzi, 1988; Tan et al., 1998).  In the ferret visual cortex, the genesis  of
GABAergic neurons follows an inside-out pattern: GABAergic neurons in the deep
layers are the first to be born at embryonic day 20, followed by outer layer neurons until
postnatal day 14 (Peduzzi, 1988).  In rodents, GABAergic neurons undergo progressive
development after birth: their soma size, and the size and extent of their dendritic and
axonal trees increase considerably during the first two postnatal weeks (Parnavelas,
1992).
5.2 Activity-dependent development
Cortical GABAergic inhibition exhibits a relatively slow postnatal development
(Blue and Parnavelas, 1983; Guo et al., 1997; Luhmann and Prince, 1991).  This is
proposed to leave a time window for peripheral sensory input to modulate the
development of the cortical network (Wolff et al., 1984; Agmon and O'Dowd, 1992;
Huang et al., 1999; Rozas et al., 2001), because GABAergic inhibition restricts the
induction of synaptic plasticity (Kirkwood and Bear, 1994), possibly by preventing the
relieve of the Mg2+ blockade of NMDA receptors.  Indeed, cortical GABAergic neurons,
especially layer IV interneurons, undergo activity-dependent development, as has been
demonstrated by sensory deprivation experiments.  For example, sensory deprivation by
continuously removing rows of whiskers causes a profound decrease in the number and
proportion of GABA-immunopositive synaptic contacts in layer IV of the somatosensory
cortex (Micheva and Beaulieu, 1995a).  Furthermore, such activity-dependent
development occurs only during a postnatal critical period. In the visual cortex, the
developmental increase in GABAergic neurotransmission is prevented in animals
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deprived of light since birth but not in animals deprived of light after a period of normal
experience (Morales et al., 2002).  Similarly, the number of GAD and GABA
immunoreactive neurons is also regulated by neuronal activity during development.  In
both visual and somatosensory cortex, deprivation of peripheral sensory input by removal
of one eye or unilateral removal of vibrissae causes a profound decrease in the density of
immunoreactive labeling for GAD or GABA (Benevento et al., 1995; Micheva and
Beaulieu, 1995b; Micheva and Beaulieu, 1997).  These effects seem to result from the
competition between afferent input from the intact and sensory deprived sides, not by the
absolute level of neuronal activity.   This is suggested by the fact that elimination of all
geniculo-cortical input by lesioning the lateral geniculate nucleus does not change GABA
expression in the visual cortex, and neither binocular deprivation nor dark rearing reduces
GAD or GABA expression in the visual cortex (Mower et al., 1988; Mower and Guo,
2001).  It seems that the decrease in GAD or GABA immunoreactive neurons is not due
to neuronal death; rather, it is because GAD or GABA expression decreases to an
undetectable level, and this decrease in immunoreactivity is reversible (Micheva and
Beaulieu, 1995b; 1997).  Taken together, it seems that the expression of GAD and GABA
in cortical GABAergic neurons can be reversibly regulated by the level of afferent input
during development.
Calcium binding proteins in cortical GABAergic neurons and GABAA receptors
on postsynaptic neurons are also regulated during development in a layer-specific manner
by the level of neuronal activity.  Whisker lesion or trimming in rodents results in
downregulation of GABAA receptors’ binding efficacy in the barrel cortex (Skangiel-
Kramska et al., 1994; Fuchs and Salazar, 1998).  Similarly, monocular deprivation in rats
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results in a dramatic reduction of PV immunoreactivity in the visual cortex contralateral
to the deprived eye. This effect is again due to competitive phenomena and not to visual
deprivation itself, as it is restricted to the binocular portion of the visual cortex, and
neither binocular deprivation, nor dark rearing can induce such an effect (Cellerino et al.,
1992).  The expression of NPY, SOM and CB is also influenced by afferent innervation
in the visual and somatosensory cortices (Antonopoulos et al., 1992; Cellerino et al.,
1992; Alcantara et al., 1996; Obst et al., 1998; Obst and Wahle, 1997).  The number of
SOM-immunoreactive neurons in slices cultured from postnatal hippocampus is tightly
regulated by neuronal activity (Marty and Onteniente, 1997).  In addition, the postnatal
maturation of the expression of neuropeptides such as NPY, SOM and CCK (Cho et al.,
1983; Allen et al., 1984; Naus et al., 1988) parallels the postnatal increase of neuronal
activity in the hippocampus (Ben-Ari et al., 1997), suggesting a causal relationship
between the two processes.
These studies have established a critical role for neuronal activity in regulating the
development of the cortical GABAergic system.  What are the molecular signals that
transduce the level of neuronal activity into structural, neurochemical and physiological
alterations in GABAergic inhibition?  Recent studies indicate that brain-derived
neurotrophic factor (BDNF), a member of the neurotrophin family, is a potential activity-
dependent regulator of the development of GABAergic neurons.  BDNF and its
involvement in cortical development in general, and GABAergic development in
particular, are discussed in sub-chapter B below.
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B. BDNF involvement in dendritic growth
1. BDNF as a neurotrophic factor
1.1 Neurotrophins and neurotrophic receptors
Brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BNDF) is a member of the neurotrophin
family of neurotrophic factors (Leibrock et al., 1989).  Neurotrophic factors are secretory
proteins that exert trophic effects on neurons of the peripheral and central nervous
system, promoting their survival, migration and differentiation, and regulating neurite
growth and synaptic efficacy both in the developing and mature nervous system (Gotz
and Schartl, 1994; Lewin and Barde, 1996; Friedman and Greene, 1999).  In mammalian
species, the neurotrophin family consists of four structurally related proteins: nerve
growth factor (NGF), brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BNDF), neurotrophin-3 (NT3)
and neurotrophin-4/5 (NT4/5).  All four consist of two identical subunits and share a
similar molecular structure (Narhi et al., 1993).  Two classes of neurotrophin receptors
have been characterized: the high-affinity tyrosine kinase (trk) receptors, with trkA
specific for NGF, trkB for BDNF and NT4, and trkC for NT3, and a low-affinity p75
receptor which binds all of these neurotrophins but has an obscure function.  The trk
receptors were originally cloned from a human colon cancer as an oncogene (Martin-
Zanca et al., 1989; Kaplan et al., 1991).  When the neurotrophic factor binds to the trk
receptor, it causes dimerization of the trk receptor which leads to phosphorylation of
intracellular proteins on tyrosine, serine, and threonine residues.  These signals are in turn
propagated to other messengers, ultimately leading to the effects on cell survival,
migration and differentiation.  To date, several trk substrates have been identified.  They
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include phospholipase C, phosphatidylinositol-3 kinase (PI3 kinase), Ras GTPase
activation protein, adapter protein Shc, and the mitogen-activated protein (MAP) kinase.
The activation of these multiple intracellular signaling pathways may account for the
diverse effects of neurotrophins (Kaplan et al., 1991; Barbacid, 1994).
The low-affinity p75 receptor, named for its molecular weight of approximately
75 kDa, is more abundant than trk receptors, but binds with low affinity to all
neurotrophic factors (Sutter et al., 1979).  Its biological function is still obscure; it may
facilitate trk ligand binding and neurotrophin responses (Davies et al., 1993; Chao, 1994),
and initiate intracellular signaling independent of trk receptors to induce neuronal death
in neocortical, hippocampal and retinal neurons (Frade et al., 1996; Roux et al., 1999).
The trkB and trkC receptors have truncated forms, which lack the intracellular
tyrosine kinase domain (Klein et al., 1990).  The truncated trkB receptors may function as
inhibitory modulators of neurotrophin responsiveness.  They bind BDNF with high
affinity, followed by internalization of the ligand (Barbacid, 1994).  When coexpressed
with the full-length trkB receptor in Xenopus oocytes, they act as dominant negative
receptors, inhibiting the BDNF signal by forming nonfunctional heterodimers with the
full-length receptors (Eide et al., 1996).  Mice overexpressing truncated trkC receptors
show severe developmental defects in the peripheral nervous system and in the heart, and
die in the first few postnatal days, suggesting that truncated receptors may act to sequester
neurotrophin, producing effects similar to the NT3-deficient mouse model (Palko et al.,
1999).  In summary, the truncated trk receptors may function by sequestering excessive
neurotrophins or as naturally occurring dominant negative elements of the full length
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receptor to modulate the availability and binding of neurotrophins (Biffo et al., 1995;
Eide et al., 1996; Ninkina et al., 1996; Yacoubian and Lo, 2000).
1.2 Expression of neurotrophins in the brain
The localization of mRNAs and proteins for the various neurotrophins has
been explored throughout the CNS.  NGF expression has been localized to all target
regions of basal forebrain cholinergic neurons, including the hippocampal formation,
cortex, olfactory bulb (Shelton and Reichardt, 1986; Whittemore et al., 1986; Ernfors et
al., 1990; Guthrie and Gall, 1991), basal forebrain (Lauterborn et al., 1991; Lauterborn et
al., 1995), hypothalamus and brainstem (Ceccatelli et al., 1991).  BDNF seems to be
broadly distributed throughout the CNS including the neocortex and hippocampus.  In the
neocortex, expression of BDNF protein and mRNA is broadly distributed throughout all
cortical areas in all layers except layer I, but their expression in layer IV is low (Ernfors
et al., 1990; Phillips et al., 1990; Friedman et al., 1991; Ceccatelli et al., 1991; Castren et
al., 1995).  Only cortical pyramidal neurons express BDNF; cortical interneurons do not
express neurotrophic factors (Cellerino et al., 1996; Yan et al., 1997; Gorba and Wahle,
1999).   NT3 mRNA is the most narrowly distributed, with high levels of expression
restricted to hippocampal CA1 and CA2 stratum pyramidale, the dentate gyrus granule
cells, and cerebellar granule cells (Ernfors et al., 1990; Maisonpierre et al., 1990;
Ceccatelli et al., 1991) and lower levels of NT-3 mRNA in substantia nigra, midline and
intralaminar thalamus, and posterior amygdala (Lauterborn et al., 1994). NT-4/5
expression in the CNS seems to be very low (Timmusk et al., 1993), and its mRNA
distribution has not been determined.
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1.3 Expression of trkB receptors in the brain
The effects of BDNF are mediated through its high affinity trkB receptor.  TrkB
mRNA and protein are widely detected on the surface of neuronal somata, axons and
dendrites throughout the CNS, including the cerebral cortex, hippocampal formation,
amygdala and cerebellar Purkinje cells (Masana et al., 1993; Yan et al., 1997). In the
cerebral cortex, trkB receptors are expressed in pyramidal neurons of all cortical layers,
with particularly prominent expression in layers III and V (Allendoerfer et al., 1994;
Cabelli et al., 1996).  Although they do not express neurotrophic factors (including
BDNF), most subtypes of cortical interneurons express trkB to different degrees, with a
particularly high rate of expression in PV containing interneurons (Cellerino et al., 1996;
Rocamora et al., 1996).  Specifically, trkB is expressed in about 80% of the PV
containing interneurons, in about 50% of the CB immunopositive neurons, and in only
20% of NPY and SOM immunopositive neurons. Overall, about half of the GABAergic
neurons in rat visual cortex and hippocampal CA1 region express trkB mRNA (Gorba
and Wahle, 1999).
2. Developmental and activity-dependent regulation of BDNF and trkB receptor
2.1 Developmental regulation of BDNF
The synthesis and secretion of BDNF is developmentally regulated.  In the visual
cortex, BDNF mRNA and protein are dynamically regulated during early postnatal
development, such that its expression increases specifically at the time of neuronal
growth and synaptogenesis (Castren et al., 1992; Ringstedt et al., 1993; Schoups et al.,
1995; Rossi et al., 1999; Capsoni et al., 1999; Lein et al., 2000).  For example, in layer 4
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of cat visual cortex, BDNF mRNA expression is low initially, and rises to high levels by
the end of the critical period for ocular dominance column formation (Lein et al., 2000).
The developmental change in BDNF expression seems closely related to the level of
afferent input.  BDNF mRNA level in rat visual cortex increases during postnatal
development and reaches mature levels around the third postnatal week.  Dark-rearing
from birth results in significantly lower BDNF mRNA expression, but it is reversed by
light exposure (Schoups et al., 1995).  A similar result is also observed in the
somatosensory cortex after sensory deprivation (Singh et al., 1997).  On the other hand,
the developmental increase in neuronal activity can also reduce the level of BDNF
expression in a laminar-specific manner.  For example, after eye opening (P14-P15),
BDNF mRNA positive neurons decrease significantly in layers IV and V of the rat visual
cortex.  This change is also triggered by light, since dark-rearing decreases the general
levels of BDNF-mRNA, but increases the relative number of BDNF mRNA-positive cells
in layers IV and V (Capsoni et al., 1999).  In all, the expression of BDNF in the cortex is
regulated during development by afferent sensory input.
2.2 Developmental regulation of trkB receptor
The developmental regulation of the trkB receptor is quite different from that of
BDNF.  First, trkB receptor is expressed at birth, with little change during development.
However, there is a dramatic change in the ratio of the full-length receptor to the
truncated receptors.  The full length trkB receptor is expressed highly during early
development, then gradually decreases, while the expression of truncated trkB increases
dramatically during early development.  The developmental shift from full-length to
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truncated trkB corresponds to the critical periods for cell fate determination, cell death
and axonal remodeling, suggesting an important role for neurotrophic factors in these
events (Allendoerfer et al., 1994; Schoups et al., 1995).  Secondly, there is an age-related
change in the subcellular localization of trkB receptor.  During early development, the
trkB receptor is localized mainly on axonal fibers, including the thalamocortical and
corticofugal pathways; later in development it has a higher expression on cell bodies and
dendritic processes (Cabelli et al., 1996).  This developmental change of trkB localization
is consistent with a role for BDNF as a trophic factor important for initial axonal growth
(Cohen-Cory and Fraser, 1995; Cohen-Cory, 1999), and later in the regulation of
neuronal phenotypes and synapse formation (Levine et al., 1995; Lu and Figurov, 1997).
Finally, the expression of trkB is not regulated by sensory experience.  The same level
and pattern of TrkB expression are found in dark-reared and age-matched control animals
in the visual cortex (Tropea and Domenici, 2001).
2.3 Anterograde transport of BDNF
The early studies with NGF led to the classical neurotrophin hypothesis, which
postulated that neurotrophic factors, produced and released by target cells in limited
amounts, are transported retrogradely and regulate the survival, differentiation and
morphological development of the innervating neurons (Levi-Montalcini, 1987; Snider,
1994).  However, more recent studies suggest that BDNF can be secreted anterogradely
from axonal terminals in the CNS (Altar et al., 1997; Conner et al., 1997; Fawcett et al.,
1998).  This idea is supported by evidence from multiple studies.  BDNF has been
localized to secretory vesicles in presynaptic terminals of both peripheral (Zhou and
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Rush, 1996; Michael et al., 1997) and central neurons (Conner et al., 1997; Fawcett et al.,
1997; Fawcett et al., 1998), while the TrkB receptor has been localized to postsynaptic
densities in dendrites of both hippocampal and cortical pyramidal neurons (Fryer et al.,
1996; Wu et al., 1996; Yan et al., 1997).  In the CNS, many brain regions contain strong
BDNF-immunoreactive fiber labeling without BDNF mRNA, and inhibition of axonal
transport depletes BDNF immunostaining, indicating that BDNF is anterogradely
transported to fibers and terminals (Altar et al., 1997; Fawcett et al., 1998).  This
anterograde transport of BDNF has the potential to affect the survival and differentiation
of target noradrenergic neurons in the CNS during development (Fawcett et al., 1998).
More recently, the dynamic anterograde transport of BDNF was demonstrated directly in
cultured cortical neurons by microinjection of GFP-tagged BDNF.  It was shown that
BDNF-GFP moved anterogradely and was then secreted from axon terminals of the
injected neuron and taken up by postsynaptic neurons in an activity-dependent manner
(Haubensak et al., 1998; Kohara et al., 2001).
2.4 Activity-dependent secretion of BDNF
BDNF is localized in cell bodies and in large, dense-core vesicles at nerve
terminals (Fawcett et al., 1997).  In contrast to the constitutive secretory pathway of
NGF, BDNF secretion follows a regulated pathway, as demonstrated in hippocampal
slices and primary hippocampal neuronal cultures (Griesbeck et al., 1999; Mowla et al.,
1999).  The expression of BDNF is tightly connected to the level of neuronal activity: the
synthesis and secretion of BDNF is enhanced by various forms of neuronal activation,
including membrane depolarization with high potassium (Zafra et al., 1990; Ghosh et al.,
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1994), activation of glutamate receptors (Zafra et al., 1990; Lindefors et al., 1992),
seizures (Gall et al., 1991; Gall and Lauterborn, 1992), and stimuli that induce LTP
(Hughes et al., 1999; Yin et al., 2002). Regulation of activity-dependent expression of
neurotrophic factors is primarily mediated by non-NMDA glutamate receptors.
Activation of either AMPA or kainate glutamate receptors increases neurotrophic factor
expression (Zafra et al., 1990; Lauterborn et al., 2000).  In contrast, reducing the level of
neuronal activity by inhibiting neuronal depolarization or inducing hyperpolarization
decreases BDNF mRNA expression (Zafra et al., 1991).  Such activity-dependent
regulation of BDNF expression was also demonstrated in vivo (Castren et al., 1992;
Rocamora et al., 1996).   BDNF mRNA expression is reduced in the primary visual
cortex of rodents and cats after dark rearing (Castren et al., 1992; Schoups et al., 1995) or
blockade of retinal input by intraocular injection of TTX (Bozzi et al., 1995; Lein et al.,
2000).  The decreased levels of BDNF mRNA in the visual cortex after dark rearing
return to normal after subsequent exposure to light (Castren et al., 1992), suggesting that
BDNF synthesis in visual cortex is tightly regulated by sensory experience.  In the rodent
somatosensory (barrel) cortex, BDNF mRNA is present in layers II/III and VI, and
almost undetectable in layer IV.  A six-hour whisker stimulation protocol increases the
levels of BDNF mRNA in layers II to VI of the contralateral barrel cortex.  In layer IV,
dramatic BDNF upregulation is observed, confined to the barrels corresponding to the
stimulated whiskers (Rocamora et al., 1996), indicating that activity-dependent regulation
of BDNF expression has high temporal and spatial specificity.  Taken together, these
regulatory mechanisms of BDNF expression can be activated not only by extreme
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experimental procedures such as initiation of seizures, but also by rapid changes in the
levels of sensory experience such as visual input and mechanical stimulation of whiskers.
It is believed that elevation of intracellular calcium is the triggering step for
activity-dependent neurotrophin secretion.  Membrane depolarization can result in the
opening of the L-type voltage gated calcium channel (Ghosh et al., 1994; Berninger et al.,
1995); the latter increases the level of internal calcium.  Calcium influx triggers
phosphorylation of the cAMP-response element binding protein (CREB), a transcription
factor implicated in the control of adaptive neuronal responses (Lonze and Ginty, 2002),
which by binding to a critical Ca2+ response element within the BDNF gene activates
BDNF transcription (Tao et al., 1998).  Blockade of internal calcium release by
intracellular calcium chelators and by depletion of intracellular calcium stores inhibits
neurotrophin release, indicating its dependence on internal calcium stores (Zafra et al.,
1990; Zafra et al., 1992; Ghosh et al., 1994).
3. Physiological roles of BDNF
3.1 BDNF promotes neuronal survival and migration
The classical neurotrophin hypothesis states that neuronal survival is regulated by
limited access to target-derived neurotrophic substances.  BDNF can promote survival of
several populations of cultured central neurons, including cortical and hippocampal
neurons, nigral dopaminergic neurons, basal forebrain cholinergic neurons, motor
neurons and retinal ganglion cells (Korsching, 1993; Ghosh et al., 1994; Meyer-Franke et
al., 1995).  It seems that neurons in the PNS are more dependent on neurotrophins for
survival than those in the CNS.  For instance, knockout of specific neurotrophin genes
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has demonstrated that neurotrophins are required for survival of distinct populations of
neurons in the PNS during embryogenesis (Francis et al., 1999).  In contrast, knockout of
neurotrophin or trk receptor genes cause few defects in CNS neurons; a few examples are
deficits in differentiation of cortical and hippocampal CB, PV and NPY positive
interneurons and impaired maturation of cerebellar Purkinje cell dendritic trees in the
BDNF mutant (Jones et al., 1994; Schwartz et al., 1997), and a small increase in
hippocampal and cerebellar granule cell apoptosis in the trkB mutant (Minichiello and
Klein, 1996; Alcantara et al., 1997).  Although a null mutation for BDNF or NT4/5 has
no apparent effect on the number of retinal ganglionic cells (RGCs), injection of BDNF
into the superior colliculus of neonatal hamsters causes a 13–15-fold reduction in the rate
of RGC pyknosis compared with the rates in controls, supporting the role of BDNF in the
survival of developing RGCs (Ma et al., 1998).  Recently, more precise analysis of trkB
signaling has been possible using conditional knockout mice.  By using Cre-mediated
recombination to remove trkB from cortical pyramidal neurons expressing CaMKII, Xu
and colleagues showed that the visual and somatosensory cortices of the conditional
mutant are severely compressed, especially in layers II/III and V, together with altered
dendritic morphology in pyramidal cells, indicating that BDNF is required for the
survival and growth of cortical pyramidal neurons (Xu et al., 2000).
BDNF can also promote neuronal migration during early development.  During
telencephalic development, neuronal migration from the medial ganglionic eminence to
the neocortex gives rise to many of the cortical GABAergic interneurons.  This tangential
migration is strongly stimulated by BDNF and NT4 and attenuated by the trk-family
inhibitor K252a (Behar et al., 1997).  TrkB-null mice show a significant decrease in the
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number of CB-positive neurons migrating tangentially in the embryonic cortex,
suggesting that TrkB signaling plays an important role in controlling interneuron
migration in the developing cerebral cortex (Polleux et al., 2002).  Similarly, BDNF is
reported to promote the migration of cerebellar granule cells (Borghesani et al., 2002).
3.2 BDNF regulates dendritic development
One of the important functions of neurotrophic factors is to promote neurite
growth of CNS and PNS neurons (Davies, 2000).  For example, NGF promotes axonal
growth and regeneration in peripheral neurons (Campenot, 1994).  BDNF also regulates
dendritic growth in a variety of neurons.  For example, BDNF and NT-4/5 promote
dendritic growth of developing ferret cortical pyramidal neurons in slice culture in an
activity-dependent manner; inhibition of neuronal activity dramatically reduces this effect
(McAllister et al., 1996).  In a CaMK/CRE-mediated trkB knockout model, in which
TrkB receptors are deleted in cortical pyramidal neurons, pyramidal neurons have
reduced apical dendrites diameters, retracted or degenerated secondary dendrites, and
reduced overall dendritic complexity (Conover and Yancopoulos, 1997).  Specific
neurotrophins differentially affect the length and complexity of basal and apical dendrites
of cortical pyramidal neurons developing in vitro, in a layer specific manner.  For
example, basal dendrites of neurons in cortical layer IV respond most strongly to BDNF,
while those of neurons in layers V and VI respond mostly to NT-4/5.  In contrast, apical
dendrites respond to a wide range of neurotrophins (McAllister et al., 1995).  In most
cases, both BDNF and NT-4/5 increase the number of primary basal dendrites and the
number of branches in both primary apical and basal dendrites.  However, in layer VI,
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BDNF actually inhibits dendritic growth of developing neurons (McAllister et al., 1997).
These results indicate that BDNF affects pyramidal dendritic growth in a layer-specific
manner. Different trkB receptor isoforms also have different effects: whereas full-length
trkB receptors increase proximal dendritic branching, truncated trkB receptors promote
net elongation of distal dendrites (Yacoubian and Lo, 2000).
In addition to regulation of dendritic length and complexity, neurotrohpins can
regulate the morphology and density of dendritic spines.  Development of dendritic
spines is regulated by intrinsic factors as well as environmental conditions such as
neuronal activity and neurotrophic factors (Harris, 1999).  BDNF was shown to increase
spine density in hippocampal pyramidal cells (Tyler and Pozzo-Miller, 2001) and
cerebellar Purkinje cells (Shimada et al., 1998).  In neocortex, BDNF regulates dendritic
and spine stability; increased BDNF causes a significant decrease in dendrite and spine
stability in cortical pyramidal neurons (Horch et al., 1999).
3.3 BDNF regulates axonal development
Neurotrophins have been shown to play a role in regulating axonal growth by
acting as target-derived trophic factors (Cabelli et al., 1995; Cohen-Cory and Fraser,
1995).  One direct example of this is the role of BDNF during RGC axon arborization.
Increasing endogenous BDNF in the optic tectum can promote RGC axon arborization in
live Xenopus tadpoles, whereas neutralizing endogenous BDNF decreases axon
arborization (Cohen-Cory and Fraser, 1994; 1995).  The peak in BDNF expression in the
Xenopus visual system coincides with the period of active RGC axon arborization at its
target (Cohen-Cory and Fraser, 1994), providing further support for BDNF as a target-
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derived modulator of axon morphology.  In the pontine-cerebellar system, BDNF and
NT4/5 increase pontocerebellar mossy fiber outgrowth, growth cone size, and elongation
rate (Rabacchi et al., 1999).  BDNF can also inhibit axonal growth by causing growth
cone collapse and transient growth inhibition in rat dorsal root ganglion neurons (Wang
and Zheng, 1998).  BDNF can differentially modulate axonal and dendritic arborization
within a single neuronal population in opposing manners; specifically, BDNF reduces
RGC dendritic arborization within the retina, while it increases axon arborization in the
tectum (Lom and Cohen-Cory, 1999).  A recent in vivo study further showed that BDNF
increases both axon arborization and synapse density in developing Xenopus optic axons
(Alsina et al., 2001).
3.4 BDNF regulates synaptic transmission
The evidence for the physiological role of neurotrophins originated from
observations of fast actions of neurotrophins on synaptic transmission (Lohof et al.,
1993).  The authors showed that the addition of BDNF or NT-3 to developing frog
neuromuscular synapses in culture causes a rapid, but reversible, increase in the
frequency of miniature EPSPs.  Since then, many studies have shown that BDNF and
other neurotrophins can facilitate synaptic function in different systems, including
neuromuscular junction (Stoop and Poo, 1996; Wang et al., 1998), hippocampus
(Lessmann et al., 1994; Levine et al., 1995; Li et al., 1998) and visual cortex (Akaneya et
al., 1997; Carmignoto et al., 1997).  Low concentration of BDNF has been shown to elicit
action potentials in the hippocampus, cortex and cerebellum just as rapidly as the
neurotransmitter glutamate (Kafitz et al., 1999), by activating TTX-insensitive sodium
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channels (Blum et al., 2002).  BDNF can rapidly enhance spontaneous synaptic activity
in dissociated cultures of hippocampal neurons, increase the expression levels of several
synaptic vesicle proteins, and decrease inhibition in hippocampal slices (Tanaka et al.,
1997; Frerking et al., 1998).
Trk receptors are found on both the pre- and postsynaptic sides of a given synapse
in the hippocampus and neocortex, and neurotrophins have been shown to regulate
synaptic transmission by both presynaptic and postsynaptic mechanisms (Lewin and
Barde, 1996).  At the presynaptic site, they facilitate glutamate release as indicated by an
increase in the frequency of miniature synaptic events and a decrease in the possibility of
synaptic failures at synapses of cortical and hippocampal neurons (Lessmann and
Heumann, 1998; Schinder et al., 2000).  Paired-pulse facilitation, a parameter reflecting
probability of neurotransmitter release, is also enhanced by BDNF (Gottschalk et al.,
1998).  In neuronal cultures, BDNF increases the level of vesicle proteins such as
synaptotagmin, synaptobrevin and synaptophysin (Takei et al., 1997).  Conversely,
BDNF knockout mice show a significant reduction in vesicle number at presynaptic
active docking zones in the CA1 of hippocampus, together with a marked decrease in the
levels of synaptophysin and synaptobrevin, suggesting a role for BDNF in the
mobilization and/or docking of synaptic vesicles to presynaptic active zones (Pozzo-
Miller et al., 1999).  In addition, adenovirus-mediated expression of a truncated TrkB
receptor in presynaptic, but not postsynaptic, neurons blocks BDNF facilitation of both
evoked and spontaneous synaptic transmission (Li et al., 1998).  In cultured hippocampal
neurons, BDNF and NT-3 induce a rapid rise in intracellular calcium (Li et al., 1998).
This may be one mechanism responsible for the presynaptic effect of neurotrophins.
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On the other hand, there is abundant evidence supporting a postsynaptic effect for
BDNF and other neurotrophins; the mechanisms include regulation of postsynaptic
receptor density and promotion of receptor phosphorylation, among others.
Neurotrophins have been shown to regulate the level of NMDA and AMPA receptor
(Levine et al., 1995; Rutherford et al., 1998), as well as GABAA receptors (Tanaka et al.,
1997).  Neurotrophins enhance synaptic transmission through NMDA receptors by
promoting the phosphorylation of the NMDA receptor subunit 1 (Suen et al., 1997;
Tanaka et al., 1997).  In agreement with these findings, BDNF triggers calcium influx in
dendritic spines and causes an immediate induction of LTP (Kovalchuk et al., 2002).
Injection of a trk inhibitor into cultured hippocampal neurons prevents BDNF-induced
increases in firing rate and a concomitant increases in spontaneous synaptic currents
(Levine et al., 1995).
The involvement of BDNF in LTP has been extensively studied.  Similar to the
activity-dependent refinement of synaptic connections in the visual cortex, the
availability of neurotrophins appears to be critical for the ability of synapses in the
hippocampus to undergo LTP (Berninger and Poo, 1996; Lessmann, 1998; Lessmann and
Heumann, 1998; McAllister et al., 1999; Kovalchuk et al., 2002).  In BDNF knockout
mice, LTP induction in the hippocampal Shaffer collateral-CA1 synapse is compromised,
and can be rescued by bath application of exogenous BDNF or adenovirus-mediated
transfection of the BDNF gene (Korte et al., 1996; Patterson et al., 1996).  In agreement
with these observations, inhibition of BDNF signaling with TrkB-IgG inhibits the
generation of tetanus-induced LTP in slices of adult hippocampus and visual cortex
(Korte et al., 1996; Patterson et al., 1996).  During development these synapses gain the
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ability to undergo LTP at a time when BDNF expression dramatically increases. Before
this developmental stage, exogenous BDNF permitted the induction of LTP,
demonstrating that the availability of a minimal quantity of this neurotrophin is
apparently a crucial factor for this form of neuronal plasticity (Figurov et al., 1996).
4.  BDNF involvement in activity-dependent development of GABAergic neurons
Cortical neuronal networks are composed of extensive recurrent excitatory
and inhibitory connections.  Changes in neuronal activity can result in modulation of the
excitability of the cortical network; one possible mechanism for this effect is through the
regulation of neurotrophic factors (Domenici et al., 1991; Thoenen, 1995).  BDNF is
proposed to play a crucial role in homeostatic regulation of cortical excitability by
selectively modifying excitation and inhibition within these networks (Rutherford et al.,
1997; Rutherford et al., 1998).  When neuronal activity rises and BDNF production
increases, the properties of cortical networks are modified to favor inhibition; whereas
when activity falls and BDNF production is reduced, the properties of these networks are
altered to favor excitation (Rutherford et al., 1998).   Specifically, BDNF is implicated in
the development of the GABAergic system by promoting the maturation of GABAergic
neurons (Marty et al., 1996; Mizuno et al., 1994), the formation of GABAergic synapses
(Rutherford et al., 1997; Vicario-Abejon et al., 1998; Huang et al., 1999) and the
expression of neuropeptides and GABAA receptors (Thompson et al., 1998).
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4.1 BDNF regulates activity-dependent development of GABAergic inhibition
The level of neuronal activity regulates both the development of GABAergic
neurons and the synthesis and secretion of BDNF, while BDNF has the effect of
promoting GABAergic development and GABAergic inhibition.  This leads to the
hypothesis that BDNF may mediate activity-dependent development of the cortical
GABAergic system, particularly GABAergic synaptogenesis and the developmental
expression of GAD and GABA.  BDNF is known to mediate activity-dependent
regulation of inhibitory synaptogenesis in cultured Purkinje and hippocampal neurons
(Seil et al., 1994; Marty et al., 2000; Seil and Drake-Baumann, 2000).  Organotypic
cerebellar cultures from neonatal mice exposed to TTX exhibit a reduced number of
Purkinje cell inhibitory (axosomatic) synapses, while cultures treated with TTX and
BDNF together develop a full complement of the synapses and display normal cortical
discharge rates. Application of BDNF antibody prevents the increase of inhibitory
synapses caused by the GABAA antagonist picrotoxin.  These results indicate that BDNF
may mediate the activity-dependent development of inhibitory synapses in the cerebellum
(Seil et al., 1994; Seil and Drake-Baumann, 2000).  In cultured hippocampal slices, the
density of GAD65-immunoreactive terminals in the CA1 region increases following
addition of the GABAA receptor antagonist bicuculline (which leads to enhanced
neuronal activity), and decreases in the presence of the glutamate receptor antagonist
DNQX.  Application of exogenous BDNF partly mimicked the stimulatory effect of
bicuculline, while BDNF antibody decreased the density of GAD65-immunoreactive
terminals in bicuculline-treated slices, suggesting that neuronal activity regulates the
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density of inhibitory synapses made by postnatal hippocampal interneurons, and BDNF
could be mediating part of this effect (Marty et al., 2000).
In rat visual cortex cultures, Rutherford and colleagues tested the hypothesis that
activity regulates the strength of cortical inhibition through the regulation of BDNF.
They showed that blocking spontaneous activity reversibly decreased the number of
GABA-positive neurons, decreased GABA-mediated inhibition and raised firing rates of
pyramidal neurons.  Addition of BDNF during activity blockade specifically eliminated
these effects, while blockade of neurotrophin signaling mimicked the effects of activity
blockade on GABA expression, suggesting that activity regulates cortical GABAergic
inhibition through a BDNF-dependent mechanism, thereby maintaining a homeostatic
level of cortical excitation (Rutherford et al., 1997).  Increased levels of neuronal activity
cause increased expression and secretion of BDNF by pyramidal neurons, which in turn
enhances GABAergic inhibition by increasing GABAergic synaptogenesis and GABA
expression by inhibitory interneurons.  In this way, the system reaches a new balance
between inhibition and excitation at a higher level of activity.
4.2 BDNF involvement in activity-dependent regulation of GABAergic neuron
phenotypes
BDNF regulates the expression of calcium binding proteins and neuropeptides in
cortical GABAergic neurons (Barnea et al., 1995; Carnahan and Nawa, 1995; Marty et
al., 1996; Fiumelli et al., 2000).  For example, Nawa and coworkers have observed a
strong upregulation of NPY protein levels, and a smaller but significant upregulation of
SOM and CCK in interneurons in response to BDNF, both in cortex cultures and
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following in vivo injections of BDNF (Nawa et al., 1993; 1994).  In primary cultures of
hypothalamic neurons, BDNF induces significant concentration-dependent SOM release
(Marmigere et al., 2001).  BDNF promotes expression of NPY in different regions of the
brain, including the neocortex and hippocampus (Nawa et al., 1993; Barnea et al., 1995;
Reibel et al., 2000).  Chronic exposure of cultured cortical neurons for 5 days to
increasing concentrations of BDNF resulted in a concentration-dependent increase in the
number of CB-immunoreactive neurons and a concentration-dependent decrease in the
number of CR-immunoreactive cells (Fiumelli et al., 2000).  This is consistent with
developmental changes in CR cell density: its decrease in density during the third
postnatal postnatal week coincides with the increase in BDNF expression (Schierle et al.,
1997).  In hippocampus cultures, BDNF increases the number of CB and CR
immunoreactive neurons (Marty et al., 1996), whereas in BDNF-knockout mice the
number of NPY-, CB- and PV-expressing neurons in the cortex is reduced (Jones et al.,
1994).  BDNF is believed to regulate the expression of PV in the visual cortex. The
developmental increase in PV matches the increase in BDNF expression during the
second and third postnatal week (Castren et al., 1992; Alcantara et al., 1993), and BDNF
accumulates in PV neurons expressing trkB (Cellerino et al., 1996).  Furthermore,
monocular deprivation reduces the number of PV neurons (Cellerino et al., 1992) and the
level of BDNF mRNA (Bozzi et al., 1995).  Taken together, these data suggest that the
neurochemical patterns of interneurons in different brain regions and cortical layers may
be regulated by BDNF during development.
Since enhanced neuronal activity increases BDNF synthesis and secretion, a
causal relationship is proposed, whereby increased neuronal activity triggers an increase
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in BDNF availability, which in turn enhances the expression of calcium binding proteins
and neuropeptides in the cortical interneurons (Carnahan and Nawa, 1995; Obst et al.,
1998).  This relationship is demonstrated in NPY and SOM expression in postnatal
hippocampal slice cultures.  Treatment with the GABAA receptor antagonist bicuculline
increases the staining intensity and the number of NPY and SOM immunoreactive
neurons, and the tyrosine kinase receptor inhibitor K252a prevents these effects of
bicuculline.  Treatment with BDNF or NT-4/5 mimics the effects of bicuculline treatment
on NPY immunostaining, but does not induce conspicuous changes in the number or
staining intensity of SOM-immunoreactive neurons. Therefore, neuronal activity may
modulate the levels of these two neuropeptides through two different mechanisms, with
or without the mediation of trkB ligands (Marty and Onteniente, 1999).   GABAergic
stimulation is known to switch from enhancing to repressing BDNF expression in rat
hippocampal neurons during development (Berninger et al., 1995).  In immature
hippocampal neurons, in which GABA is depolarizing, the GABAA receptor agonist
muscimol and BDNF increase the size and NPY immunoreactivity of hippocampal
interneurons; but at later stages of development, when GABA is hyperpolarizing and
represses BDNF synthesis, muscimol treatment causes a decrease in cell size and NPY
immunoreactivity of interneurons.  Muscimol failed to increase NPY immunoreactivity in
cultures from BDNF knockout embryos (Marty et al., 1996).  Therefore, GABAergic
neurotransmission can regulate the phenotype of hippocampal interneurons through
regulation of BDNF synthesis and/or release from adjacent pyramidal neurons.
The physiological significance of such activity-dependent regulation of
interneuronal neurochemical properties by BDNF is not clear.  Neuropeptides are
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proposed to be involved in regulating neuronal excitability and preventing seizure
activity in the adult brain (Erickson et al., 1996; Gall et al., 1990), and calcium binding
proteins are involved in the regulation of calcium homeostasis, protecting neurons from
damage due to excessive calcium influx (Caillard et al., 2000).  Therefore, regulation of
the levels of these proteins by neuronal activity during development could serve for fine-
tuning cortical excitability and for neuroprotection.
4.3 BDNF regulates dendritic growth of GABAergic neurons
Compared to the dendritic development of cortical pyramidal neurons, relatively few
studies have addressed the effect of BDNF on dendritic morphology in GABAergic
neurons. Although cortical GABAergic neurons do not express BDNF, there are trkB
receptors on the majority of them, especially in PV positive neurons (Cellerino and
Maffei, 1996).  In the cerebellum, BDNF increases stellate and basket cell dendritic
arborization and Purkinje cell spine density, while blockade of BDNF by TrkB-IgG not
only decreases spine density, but also causes spines to have longer necks, indicating its
specific effect in modulating spine morphology (Shimada et al., 1998; Mertz et al., 2000).
In hippocampus slice cultures, BDNF promotes elongation of dendrites of stratum oriens
nonpyramidal cells, and increases their calcium binding protein expression (Marty et al.,
1996; Marty et al., 1996).  In dissociated hippocampal cultures, BDNF causes a marked
increase in the total number of branches and the total length of both dendrites and axons
of GABAergic neurons (Vicario-Abejon et al., 1998).  However, it has not been directly
tested if BDNF regulates dendritic development in neocortical GABAergic neurons; it is
possible that the effects of BDNF on GABAergic neuron dendritic development might
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differ from the results obtained from cortical pyramidal neurons or from interneurons in
other brain regions.  We tested this possibility in an organotypic brain slice culture
system, in which cortical GABAergic neurons were specifically labeled by biolistic
transfection with GAD67-GFP DNA (Chapter 4).
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Figure 1.1.  Tracing of GABAergic cortical neuron subtypes.  The somata and dendrites
are shown in black, and the axons in red.  The inserts show their corresponding firing
patterns.  Modified from Kawaguchi (1997), Cerebral cortex 7: 476-486.
 RSNP
BSNP
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Figure 1.2.  Schematic view of the known distributions of axon terminals of GABAergic
cell subtypes on pyramidal cells in rat frontal cortex.  From Kawaguchi (1997), Cerebral
cortex 7: 476-486.
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 Figure 1.3.  GABAergic interneuron migration and neocortical development.  a.
Schematic diagram of a section through the developing rodent forebrain. The dorsal
forebrain gives rise to the cerebral cortex. The lateral ganglionic eminence (LGE) and
medial ganglionic eminence (MGE) of the ventral forebrain generate the neurons of the
basal ganglia and cortical GABAergic interneurons; the latter follow tangential migratory
routes to the cortex (a; arrows).  b,c. Illustrations of the different stages of neocortical
development.  CP, cortical plate; IZ, intermediate zone; MZ, marginal zone; PP, preplate;
SP, subplate; VZ, ventricular zone.  Modified from Nadarajah and Parnavelas (2002),
Nature Reviews Neuroscience 3: 423-432.
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Chapter Two
Biolistic transfection with GAD67-GFP DNA reveals functional
GABAergic interneurons in organotypic mouse brain slice
cultures
82
ABSTRACT
Neurons using γ-aminobutyric acid (GABA) as a neurotransmitter are critically important
as inhibitory neurons in the CNS.  A major hindrance to further studies of this important,
but highly diverse class of neurons is their relative scarcity, which makes it difficult to
identify and target them for morphological and physiological studies in vivo or in vitro.
To visualize specifically cortical GABAergic neurons in living preparations, we prepared
a plasmid encoding green fluorescent protein (GFP) fused to the GAD67 promoter, and
used a gene gun to transfect the construct into organotypic mouse brain slice cultures.
We found that a small percentage of cortical neurons became brightly fluorescent after
GAD67-GFP transfection, and could be imaged in their entirety, including dendritic
spines and axonal boutons, in living slices.  GFP expression was restricted specifically to
GABAergic interneurons, as confirmed by morphological, immunocytochemical and
electrophysiological criteria.  GFP-expressing neurons fired action potential trains in
patterns typical of GABAergic cortical interneurons, received spontaneous postsynaptic
currents (PSCs) and generated inhibitory PSCs in postsynaptic neurons following
minimal electrical stimulation. We conclude that gene gun-mediated transfection with the
GAD67-GFP construct specifically labeled functional GABAergic interneurons in brain
slice cultures, providing a useful approach for morphological, electrophysiological and
developmental studies of these neurons in vitro.
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INTRODUCTION
Cortical inhibitory interneurons synthesize and utilize γ−aminobutyric acid
(GABA) as a neurotransmitter.  Although accounting for only about 20-30% of the total
neuronal population in the neocortex (Hendry et al., 1987; Micheva and Beaulieu, 1995;
Ren et al., 1992), they are critically important to proper development and function of the
cerebral cortex.  Among their known functions, they restrict the general excitability of the
cortex through feedback and feedforward inhibitory mechanisms (Connors et al., 1988;
Avoli, 1996; McBain and Fisahn, 2001), restrict and shape receptive fields (Dykes et al.,
1984; Tremere et al., 2001), synchronize neuronal activity (Nguyen et al., 2001; Owens
and Kriegstein, 2002), and the released GABA acts as a neurotrophic factor during
development.  GABAergic neurons are widely diverse in their morphological,
neurochemical and electrophysiological properties (Houser et al., 1983; Martinez-
Guijarro and Freund, 1992; Kawaguchi and Kubota, 1997); this diversity, together with
their relative scarcity, makes their identification difficult, especially in living
preparations, and greatly hinders their study.
The goal of this study was to develop a method to specifically visualize
GABAergic interneurons in vitro.  We used a gene gun to transfect cultured mouse brain
slices with a green fluorescent protein (GFP) gene driven by the glutamic acid
decarboxylase 67 (GAD67) promoter.  GAD67 is an essential enzyme for GABA
biosynthesis and is expressed exclusively in GABAergic neurons in the CNS (Wolff et
al., 1984; Esclapez et al., 1994).  Transfection of GFP under the control of the GAD67
promoter should therefore specifically label GABAergic neurons.  Here we document
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that this is indeed the case, and demonstrate the utility of this labeling method for
electrophysiological studies.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Organotypic culture preparation  Organotypic cortical slice cultures were prepared using
the previously described static membrane method (Stoppini et al., 1991). Postnatal day 1-
3 mouse pups were anesthetized by cooling, decapitated, and the brains rapidly removed
and immersed in ice-cold artificial cerebrospinal fluid (ACSF, containing 126 mM NaCl,
3.0 mM KCl, 1.3 mM MgSO4, 2.5 mM CaCl2, 1.2 mM NaH2PO4, 26 mM NaHCO3, and
20 mM dextrose, saturated with 95%:5% O2:CO2).  Under sterile conditions in a laminar
flow hood, 350 µm thick coronal brain slices of parietal cortex were cut with a
Vibraslicer (WPI, Sarasota, FL).  Slices were then placed on Millicell membrane inserts
(Millipore, Bedford, MA), usually two slices/insert, in 30 mm Petri dishes containing 1
ml of culture medium.  The culture medium was composed of 46% (volume/volume)
Eagle's basal medium, 25% Earle's balanced salt solution, 25% horse serum, 1% mixture
of penicillin (10,000 units/ml)-streptomycin (10 mg/ml)-glutamine (29.2 mg/ml)(all from
Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA), and 3% of a 20% (weight/volume) glucose solution, for a final
glucose concentration of 6.5mg/ml.  The pH was adjusted to 7.2.  The slices were kept in
a humidified incubator at 35oC with a 5% CO2-enhanced atmosphere, and the medium
was changed twice a week.  Gene gun transfection was done after 2-3 days in vitro.
GAD67-GFP DNA construct  Two plasmids containing an enhanced green fluorescent
protein gene (GFP) were used.  One was CMV-GFP with the transcription being driven
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by a cytomegalovirus (CMV) promoter (‘Greenlantern’, from Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA),
and the other was GAD67-GFP, consisting of a 10.3 kb segment of the murine GAD67
genomic DNA, including the 5’ upstream regulatory region, the first (untranslated) exon
and intron and a portion of exon 2 (Jin et al., 2001; Katarova et al., 1998).  The GAD67
promoter was provided by Gabor Szabo (the Institute of Biochemistry, Biological
Research Center, Szeged, Hungary).  GAD67-GFP DNA constructs were prepared by
Peter Mathers of the Department of Otolaryngology at West Virginia University.
Gene gun cartridge preparation  Cultured slices were transfected using a Helios gene
gun (Bio-Rad, Hercules, CA).  Cartridges were prepared according to the manufacturer's
protocols with slight modification. 12 mg gold particles (1.6 µm diameter, Bio-Rad) were
suspended in 100 µl 0.05M spermidine, 25 µg plasmid DNA at 1 µg/µl concentration
were added, followed by slow addition of 100 µl 1M CaCl2.  After three washes with
100% ethanol, the DNA coated particles were resuspended in 0.05 mg/ml
polyvinylpyrrolidone (PVP) in ethanol, and filled into a 25 inch long teflon tube (‘Tefzel’
tubing, Bio-Rad).  After 4 minutes, allowing the DNA coated particles to precipitate onto
the tubing wall, the supernatant was removed with a peristaltic pump.  While
continuously flushing with nitrogen to dry out the ethanol, the tube was rotated for about
5 minutes to distribute the particles more evenly along its inner wall.  The tubing was cut
into 0.5 inch pieces and the ensuing cartridges stored in a parafilm-sealed bottle at 4oC.
Gene Gun Transfection  Slice transfection was done under sterile conditions in a laminar
flow hood.  To reduce the helium shock wave and distribute the gold particles more
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evenly, a nylon mesh with a grid width of 70 µm was attached to a plastic ring on the far
end of the spacer (Wellmann et al., 1999).  Slices were bombarded with one cartridge per
insert under 120 psi helium pressure, and returned to the incubator for at least 2 more
days in culture before confocal imaging, to allow for maximal GFP expression.
Whole-cell Recordings:  For whole cell recordings, slices were cut with their adherent
Millicell membrane, transferred to a recording chamber and superperfused with 95%
O2:5% CO2 bubbled ACSF at room temperature for 1 h before recording began.  Patch
pipettes were pulled from 1.5 mm outer diameter glass capillary tubes (WPI, Sarasota,
FL) on a Flaming-Brown pipette puller (Sutter Instruments, Novato, CA).  GFP and non
GFP-expressing neurons were identified under an Olympus BX50 microscope equipped
with fluorescence and differential interference contrast (DIC) optics and a Hamamatsu
CCD camera, using a 40X, 0.8NA water immersion objective.  Whole-cell recordings
were performed using the Axopatch 200B patch-clamp amplifier (Axon Instruments,
Foster City, CA).  Records were low-pass filtered at 2-5 kHz, digitized at 10-20 kHz,
saved to disk, and analyzed off-line.  Data acquisition and processing was done with
software written in LabView (National Instruments, Austin, TX).
For voltage-clamp recordings of postsynaptic currents (PSCs), patch pipettes were
filled with a cesium methanesulfonate based internal solution containing (in mM): 136
cesium methanesulfonate, 2 MgCl2, 0.6 EGTA, 10 HEPES, biocytin 5, pH 7.3, 275-285
mOsm.  For current-clamp recording of action potentials, potassium methanesulfonate
was substituted for cesium methanesulfonate.
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Unitary IPSCs recording:  To evoke unitary IPSCs, a patch pipette filled with 0.9% NaCl
was placed close to the soma of a GFP-expressing neuron.  Postsynaptic currents were
recorded from neurons close to the axonal arbor of the GFP-expressing neuron using
another patch pipette.  The GFP-expressing presynaptic cell was stimulated with
100 µsec anodal current pulses elicited every 10 seconds using a Master-8 pulse generator
and stimulus isolation unit (AMPI, Jerusalem, Israel); stimulation intensity was gradually
increased until an all-or-none, minimal postsynaptic response was seen (usually between
6-15 µA stimulus intensity).  PSCs were recorded under different holding potentials
between –70 mV to 30 mV to determine their reversal potential.  The AMPA receptor
antagonist CNQX and the GABAA receptor antagonist bicuculline were then added in
sequence to test if the postsynaptic currents were mediated through AMPA or GABAA
receptors, respectively.
Confocal Microscopy  Slice cultures were cut together with the adherent Millicell
membrane and transferred to an imaging chamber filled with fresh oxygenated ACSF at
room temperature.  The imaging chamber was about 4 mm deep, made of stainless steel
with a 17 mm wide circular opening on the bottom sealed by a cover glass.  Strongly
fluorescent, well-separated neurons were selected for imaging.  An inverted Zeiss
LSM510 laser-scanning confocal microscope was used to capture images.  Neurons were
generally imaged with a 20X, 0.7NA objective, using the 488 nm argon laser line and a
505-550 nm bandpass emission filter.  Image stacks were collected at ~1.5-2.5 µm Z-axis
steps through the full extent of the dendritic tree.   At the end of each imaging session,
images were taken at a lower magnification (X10 objective) in fluorescence and
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transmission modes to record the locations of the GFP-expressing neurons relative to the
pia and white matter.
RESULTS
GAD67-GFP expressing neurons in different regions of the brain in slice cultures
We tested the efficacy of gene gun-mediated transfection with a GAD67-GFP
construct in postnatal organotypic mouse brain slice cultures.  Brain slices prepared from
postnatal day 1-3 pups were cultured on static membranes, shot with a Helios gene gun
after 2-4 days in vitro (DIV), and examined with a confocal microscope.  About 8 hours
after gene gun shooting, GFP expression became detectable in the soma and proximal
dendrites of transfected neurons, and continued to increase over the following 24-48
hours to maximal levels.  From 2-4 days after transfection and as long as the neurons
were followed (up to 40 days post-transfection), GFP fluorescence remained stable and
could easily be detected in distal dendrites, axons and dendritic spines.  In each slice,
several to several dozen neurons were found to express GFP fluorescence in different
brain areas including neocortex, septal nuclei, hippocampus, hypothalamus and
cerebellum.  In the neocortex, about two-thirds of the GFP-expressing cells were
morphologically identified as neurons; the rest were glial cells in morphology.  Of the
GFP-expressing neurons, more than 99% (n=262 neurons in 38 slices) were
nonpyramidal interneurons (Figure 2.1C, D).  In contrast, transfection of GFP under the
control of the nonspecific CMV promoter (CMV-GFP) labeled both pyramidal and
nonpyramidal neurons in the cortex (Figure 2.1A, B).  Since almost all cortical
nonpyramidal neurons are GABAergic interneurons (Houser et al., 1983; Meinecke and
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Peters, 1987; Prieto et al., 1994), these results indicated that the GAD67-GFP transfection
specifically revealed GABAergic interneurons.  In other regions of the brain slices, we
also found that GABAergic neurons were specifically visualized by GAD67-GFP
transfection.  In the hippocampus, some interneurons were labeled by GAD67-GFP, but
no pyramidal neurons were labeled by this method (Figure 2.1E).  In the cerebellum,
some Purkinje cells were found to express GFP (Figure 2.1F).  Taken together, the
expression patterns of GAD67-GFP transfection suggested that it specifically tagged
GABAergic interneurons.
Electrophysiological properties of GAD67-GFP expressing neurons
Cortical GABAergic interneurons exhibit diverse action potential patterns
associated with different morphological and neurochemical features.  For example, fast-
spiking (FS) interneurons fire high frequency, non-adapting repetitive spikes in response
to depolarizing currents, while regular spiking nonpyramidal (RSNP) cells show spike
frequency accommodation.  Individual spikes are followed by a characteristic
afterhyperpolarization (AHP), which is much more pronounced in FS than in RSNP
neurons (Cauli et al., 1997; Kawaguchi, 1993).  To test if gene gun transfection or GFP
expression would affect neuronal electrophysiological properties, we made whole cell
current-clamp recordings of intrinsic spike trains from both GFP-expressing and non-
expressing cortical neurons in transfected cultures, and from neurons in untransfected
cultured slices (Fig. 2.2).  A total of 32 GFP-expressing neurons and 17 non-GFP-
expressing neurons were recorded from slices maintained in vitro for 7-40 days (most
were between 2-3 week in culture).  GAD67-GFP expressing neurons had resting
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membrane potentials of –53.8±2.3 mV, similar to non GFP-expressing neurons
(–48.5±2.6, p=0.36, t test).  GFP-expressing neurons revealed different firing patterns and
accommodation rates.  Some GFP-expressing neurons fired in patterns similar to those of
FS (figure 2.2B, left) and RSNP (figure 2.2B, right) nonpyramidal neurons.  Similar
firing patterns were also observed in non GFP-expressing nonpyramidal neurons (figure
2.2C, left).  Pyramidal neuron firings were characterized by a doublet at the beginning of
the spike trains (Figure 2.2C, right).  These data indicate that GFP-expressing neurons
retain normal firing properties and exhibit firing patterns similar to those of non-
transfected nonpyramidal neurons in the same slice cultures, and distinct from those of
pyramidal neurons.
To test if transfection with GAD67-GFP DNA interfered with synaptic
connectivity and activity, we made voltage-clamp recording of spontaneous PSCs from
GFP and non GFP-expressing neurons.  Both GFP (Figs. 2.3, top traces, n=13) and non
GFP-expressing (Figs. 2.3, bottom traces, n=11) neurons revealed spontaneous synaptic
activity, suggesting that synaptic transmission in GAD67-GFP neurons was not
interrupted by transfection.
Minimal stimulation of GFP-expressing neurons elicited IPSCs in postsynaptic
neurons
The GAD67-GFP transfection revealed bright fluorescent GABAergic neurons,
which not only made it much easier to target these cells for recording as shown above,
but also helped to localize potential postsynaptic partners.  To verify the GABAergic
identity of GFP-expressing neurons, and to test the possibility of using this culture system
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for the study of synaptic coupling between GABAergic neurons or between GABAergic
and pyramidal neurons, we recorded unitary inhibitory postsynaptic responses from
neurons close to the axons of GFP-expressing neurons.  Under visual guidance of the
green fluorescence (figure 2.4A), we used an electrode placed close to the soma of a
GAD67-GFP expressing neuron to deliver minimal electrical stimulation, and recorded
whole-cell PSCs from neurons close to the axonal arbor of the GFP-expressing neuron.
When a postsynaptic response was observed, 10 µM CNQX and 10 µM bicuculline were
sequentially added to the perfusion solution to block AMPA and GABAA receptors
respectively.  In 6 slices, the PSCs were not sensitive to the AMPA receptor antagonist
CNQX, but were blocked by the GABAA receptor antagonist bicuculline (figure 2.4B),
indicating that the GFP-expressing neurons made GABAergic synapses and were
therefore functional GABAergic interneurons.
Discussion
We report here that biolistic transfection of cultured brain slices with a GAD67-
GFP construct specifically labeled GABAergic interneurons.  GAD67-GFP expressing
neurons exhibited apparently normal physiological characteristics in that they (1) fired
patterns of action potentials typical of cortical GABAergic interneurons, (2) received
spontaneous synaptic inputs, and (3) generated GABAergic IPSCs in postsynaptic
neurons.  Together, these results indicate that GAD67-GFP transfection specifically
labeled GABAergic interneurons, and that GFP-expressing neurons retain normal
GABAergic electrophysiological functions.
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Specificity of the labeling technique
In this study, we used biolistic transfection with a GAD67-GFP construct to label
cortical GABAergic interneurons in organotypic brain slices.  Several lines of evidence
indicate that biolistic transfection with GAD67-GFP DNA specifically labeled cortical
GABAergic interneurons.  Morphologically, almost all GAD67-GFP expressing neurons
in the cerebral cortex were nonpyramidal neurons.  Since all cortical nonpyramidal
neurons, except for spiny stellate neurons in layer IV, are GABAergic interneurons
(Houser et al., 1983; Meinecke and Peters, 1987; Prieto et al., 1994), it is very likely that
GAD67-GFP labeled exclusively GABAergic interneurons.  Neurochemically, some
GAD67-GFP expressing neurons were immunopositive to various GABAergic neuron
markers including GABA, parvalbumin, calbindin and somatostatin (Jin et al., submitted;
refer to Chapter 4).  Physiologically, GFP-expressing neurons fired action potentials in
patterns typical of cortical GABAergic neurons, and generated GABAergic IPSCs in
postsynaptic neurons, supporting the conclusion that they were functional GABAergic
neurons.
In addition to the specifically labeled GABAergic interneurons, we also observed
GFP-expressing glial cells.  The reason for GAD67-GFP expression in glial cells is not
clear.  Glial cells in most brain regions do not express GAD (Ferraguti et al., 1990), but
glia cells in the cerebellum and optic nerve have been shown to express GAD (Martinez-
Rodriguez et al., 1993; Ochi et al., 1993).  Therefore, one possibility is that some glia
cells in slice may activate the GAD promoter and cause GFP expression.  Regardless of
the underlying reason, the labeling of glial cells should not interfere with specific
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visualization of GABAergic interneurons, since glial cells can be distinguished from
neurons simply by their unique morphological features such as their small somata and
short and dense processes.
Advantages of biolistic transfection
Currently, several methods are available to transfect neurons with GFP, each
method having different applications, based on its unique advantages and disadvantages.
Different lines of transgenic mice have been developed with bright GFP expression in
specific and non-specific neuronal populations (van den Pol and Ghosh, 1998; Oliva et
al., 2000; Spergel et al., 2001), but transgenic mice usually take a long time to generate
and often too many neurons are labeled to allow morphological observation of individual
neurons. Viral infection is an efficient and reliable technique for labeling neurons with
various densities both in vivo and in vitro (Griesbeck et al., 1997; Chen et al., 2000;
Miyaguchi et al., 2000).  However, viral-induced GFP expression is often transient
because of the short life of the infected neurons (Moriyoshi et al., 1996), and some of the
viruses are potentially toxic and may affect neuronal functions and viability (Easton et
al., 1998).  Other approaches such as calcium phosphate precipitation or lipofection are
used mainly in primary neuronal culture, owing to their limited penetration in the tissue.
In contrast, biolistic transfection method is not as labor-intensive as transgenic mouse
generation or viral transfection, and works nicely to physically carry DNA-coated gold
particles into brain slices and to label a limited number of neurons for morphological and
physiological studies.
94
A benefit of GFP expression being limited to a small number of neurons is that
this distinguishes these labeled neurons from the whole neuronal population, making it
possible to study their morphological properties in great detail.  Unlike viral transfection,
GFP can be detected in living neurons for weeks and even longer.  Unlike the transgenic
mouse technique, the biolistic transfection method allows cotransfection of different
combinations of DNA simply by coating two plasmid DNAs onto a single gold particle
so that the two genes are co-expressed in a single cell, or by bombarding the tissue with a
mixture of particles carrying two or three different DNAs, so that different cells express
different genes in a single slice.  Provided that the proteins fluoresce at different
wavelengths, this will allow specific visualization of interacting molecular components
such as presynaptic and postsynaptic proteins.  Finally, although the gene-gun method
results in cells that are randomly transfected, a specific promoter driving GFP allows
labeling of specific classes of neurons.  Because of these advantages, gene gun mediated
transfection has unique usage in neuroscientific studies.
Several groups have used the biolistic technique for the study of dendritic
development and regulation in organotypic brain slices.  By transfecting ferret
organotypic cortical slices, McAllister and colleagues demonstrated that the dendritic
development of cortical pyramidal neurons is regulated by neuronal activity and
neurotrophic factors (McAllister et al., 1995; 1996; 1997).  Development of dendritic
spines of hippocampal pyramidal neurons was shown to be regulated by the small
GTPases Rac and Rho (Nakayama et al., 2000).  Our study was different in that the
transfection was driven by a specific GAD67 promoter, which allowed us to image and
record from relatively scarce GABAergic neurons.
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Potential uses of biolistic transfection with GAD67-GFP DNA
The GAD67-GFP transfection may be useful for the study of GABAergic neuron
development in several different ways.  As was demonstrated here, the GAD67-GFP
transfection would be useful for electrophysiological studies because it would allow
researchers to target GFP-expressing GABAergic interneurons for recordings, and to
explore interconnections between GABAergic neurons, or between GABAergic neurons
and pyramidal neurons.  Traditionally, morphological identification of neurons is done
after electrophysiological recordings.  Using biolistic transfection with GAD67-GFP
DNA, it is now possible to identify the neuron or locate potential postsynaptic partners
before recording from it electrophysiologically.  This should greatly speed up the analysis
of the complex cortical network.  Live visualization of GABAergic neurons would allow
studying of dendritic and axonal dynamics and its regulation by different factors such as
neuronal activity and neurotrophic factors (Jin et al., submitted; refer to Chapter 4).
Finally, biolistic transfection of mouse brain slices may prove a useful and efficient way
to test DNA constructs to be used in generation of transgenic mice.
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Figure 2.1.  GAD67-GFP transfection revealed morphological details of different
GABAergic neuronal types in the neocortex, hippocampus and cerebellum in
organotypic slice cultures.  A and B, Transfection with CMV-GFP DNA labeled both
pyramidal and nonpyramidal neurons in the neocortex (A), and in the hippocampal CA1
region.  C, D and E, F, neurons labeled by transfection with GAD67-GFP DNA.  C, A
nonpyramidal neuron in layer II/III of cerebral cortex; D, Several nonpyramidal neurons
in layer VI of the cortex; E, A nonpyramidal neuron in the stratum oriens of the
hippocampal CA1 region; F, A Purkinje cell in the cerebellum.  Arrows in A and E
indicate the initial segment of the axon.  Arrowheads in B point to the somata of
pyramidal neurons.  Insert in D shows clearly labeled dendritic spines in a nonpyramidal
neuron.  The scale bars are 100 µm and apply to both images in each column.
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Figure 2.2.  GAD67-GFP expressing neurons in slice culture exhibited different
action potential firing patterns.  A, fluorescent (left) and DIC (right) images of GFP-
expressing neurons during patch-clamp recording (images taken from different slices).
The neuron being recorded is labeled by diffusion of a fluorescent dye (sulforhodamine)
from the recording pipette.  An arrow in the right image indicates a gold particle inside
the cell body.  B. Current-clamp recordings from GAD67-GFP expressing neurons during
injection of depolarizing current pulses, showing firing patterns typical of fast-spiking
(FS) (left, a 30 DIV neuron) and RSNP (right, a 41 DIV neuron) GABAergic subtypes.
Action potential firing patterns recorded from a non GFP-expressing nonpyramidal cell
(left, 9 DIV) and a non GFP-expressing pyramidal cell (right, 14 DIV).
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Figure 2.3.  Spontaneous postsynaptic currents recorded in whole-cell voltage-clamp
mode from a GFP-expressing neuron and a non GFP-expressing neuron (both are 13
DIV).
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Figure 2.4.  Putative unitary IPSCs generated by GFP-expressing neurons.  A.
Fluorescent image of a 10 DIV GFP neuron (green), superimposed on a DIC image of the
same field to show pipettes position in relation to the GFP-expressing cell.  The GFP-
expressing neuron was electrically stimulated by a juxtacellular pipette (right) while
PSCs were recorded from another neuron close to the GFP-filled axon (low left).  B.
PSCs were evoked by minimal electric stimulation at -70 mV;  responses, persisted in the
presence of 10 µM of the AMPA receptor antagonist CNQX, but were abolished by 10
µM of the GABAA antagonist bicuculline, and recovered after washout.
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Chapter Three
Vertical Bias in Dendritic Trees of Non-Pyramidal Neocortical
Neurons Expressing GAD67-GFP in Vitro
Published in Cerebral Cortex: 11: 666-678 (2001)
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ABSTRACT
The neocortical neuropil has a strong vertical (orthogonal to pia) orientation, constraining
the intracortical flow of information and forming the basis for the functional parcellation
of the cortex into semi-independent vertical columns or “modules”.  Apical dendrites of
excitatory pyramidal neurons are a major component of this vertical neuropil, but the
extent to which inhibitory, GABAergic neurons conform to this structural and functional
design is less well documented.  We used a gene gun to transfect organotypic slice
cultures of mouse and rat neocortex with the enhanced green fluorescent protein (eGFP)
gene driven by the promoter for glutamic acid decarboxylase 67 (GAD67), an enzyme
expressed exclusively in GABAergic cells. Many GAD67-GFP expressing cells were
highly fluorescent, and their dendritic morphologies and axonal patterns, revealed in
minute detail, were characteristic of GABAergic neurons.  We traced 150 GFP-
expressing neurons from confocal image stacks, and estimated the degree of vertical bias
in their dendritic trees using a novel computational metric.  Over 70% of the neurons in
our sample had dendritic trees with a highly significant vertical bias. We conclude that
GABAergic neurons make an important contribution to the vertical neocortical neuropil,
and are likely to integrate synaptic inputs from axons terminating within their own
module.
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INTRODUCTION
Neurons are inherently polarized, the result of having one process (the axon)
structurally and functionally different from all their other processes (the dendrites) (Black
and Baas, 1989; Mattson, 1999). While the morphological polarity between axon and
dendrites is common to virtually all neurons, a significant subset of neurons exhibits
morphological polarity also within their dendritic tree. For example, pyramidal neurons
of the cerebral cortex extend a single, thick apical dendrite in one direction, and a
multitude of smaller, basal dendrites in other directions.  The apical dendrite is
preferentially oriented upwards, towards the pial surface. The vertically oriented apical
dendrites of pyramidal neurons (Escobar et al., 1986; Peters and Sethares, 1991; White
and Peters, 1993), together with vertically oriented afferent, efferent and intrinsic axons
(Lorente de No, 1949), are the major contributors to the predominantly vertical grain of
the cortical neuropil and impart a strong vertical bias to the flow of information in the
neocortex, forming the structural basis for the well-documented parcellation of the
cerebral cortex into semi-autonomous anatomical and functional units, called “columns”
or  “modules”  (Colonnier, 1966; Hubel and Wiesel, 1969; Mountcastle, 1997;
Szentagothai, 1975).
Pyramidal neurons are the dominant cell type of the neocortex, and function to
excite postsynaptic neurons, both locally and in other cortical areas and subcortical
targets, by secreting glutamate as a neurotransmitter (Carder and Hendry, 1994; Ottersen
and Storm-Mathisen, 1984).  In contrast, about 15-25% of all neocortical neurons
(Fitzpatrick et al., 1987; Ren et al., 1992; Micheva and Beaulieu, 1995; Gabbott et al.,
1997) are inhibitory, non-pyramidal neurons, which utilize GABA as a neurotransmitter.
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Dendrites of GABAergic cortical neurons usually lack morphological polarity (i.e. all
their dendrites appear morphologically equivalent), but may be spatially polarized.
Indeed, some GABAergic neurons have bipolar or bitufted dendritic trees, in which
dendrites emanate mainly from two opposite poles of the cell body.  The majority of
GABAergic neurons, however, have multipolar, or “stellate”, morphology with dendrites
emanating in all directions (Houser et al., 1983; Kisvarday et al., 1990; Prieto et al.,
1994). Although many multipolar neurons appear to have vertically elongated dendritic
trees (Feldman and Peters, 1978; Jones, 1975), this vertical bias has rarely been studied
quantitatively (McMullen et al., 1984).
All GABAergic neurons express GAD, the major biosynthetic enzyme for GABA
(Houser et al., 1983; Martin and Rimvall, 1993; Ribak, 1978). There are two known
GAD isoforms, GAD65 and GAD67, which are the products of two different genes
(Erlander et al., 1991; Esclapez et al., 1994; Kaufman et al., 1991).  Neuron-specific and
region-specific expression of the GAD67 gene is conferred by its complex 5’ flanking
region, which includes several neuron-restrictive silencer sequences and putative region-
specific enhancers (Katarova et al., 1998; Szabo et al., 1996).  To visualize GABAergic
neurons in living tissue, and to study their axonal and dendritic morphologies, we linked
the cloned mouse GAD67 promoter region to an eGFP reporter gene, transfected neurons
in organotypic cortical slices with the resulting construct, and used a novel metric to
quantify the degree of vertical bias in dendrites of transfected neurons expressing GFP.
Some of these results have been previously reported in abstract form (Jin et al., 1999).
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METHODS
AD67-GFP DNA preparation  A 9 kb segment of the GAD67 5’ regulatory region,
including the first intron, drives expression of a lacZ reporter transgene in hippocampus
and neocortex of transgenic mice in a partially cell-type specific pattern (Katarova et al.,
1998).  To improve specificity, we used a slightly longer segment, and to allow
visualization of the reporter gene product in living tissue, we fused it in-frame to eGFP.
We cloned a 10.3 kb segment of the murine GAD67 genomic DNA, including the 5’
upstream regulatory region, the first (untranslated) exon and intron and a portion of exon
2, from the HindIII site (at the 5’ end) to the BamH1 site (at the 3’ end) (Katarova et al.,
1998), and inserted it in-frame between the HindIII and the BamH1 insertion sites of the
pEGFP-1 vector (Clontech, Palo Alto, CA).  The resulting construct encodes a fusion
protein consisting of the first 17 amino acids of GAD67, 4 amino acids of the vector and
the full-length eGFP.
Organotypic culture preparation   Organotypic cortical slice cultures were prepared
using the method of (Stoppini et al., 1991).  Postnatal day 2-7 mouse or rat pups
(postnatal day 0 being the first 24 hours after birth) were deeply anesthetized by
Metofane inhalation, decapitated, and the brains rapidly removed and immersed in ice-
cold artificial cerebrospinal fluid (ACSF, containing 126 mM NaCl, 3.0 mM KCl, 1.3
mM MgSO4, 2.5 mM CaCl2, 1.2 mM NaH2PO4, 26 mM NaHCO3, and 20 mM dextrose,
saturated with 95%:5% O2:CO2).  The following procedures were performed under sterile
conditions. Coronal brain slices of parietal cortex, 350 µm thick, were cut with a
Vibraslicer (WPI) into ice-cold ACSF. Slices were then placed on transparent Millicell
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membrane inserts (Millipore), usually 2 slices/insert, in 30 mm petri dishes containing 1
ml of culture medium, composed of 46% Eagle's basal medium, 25% Earle's balanced
salt solution, 25% horse serum, 1 % mixture of penicillin (10,000 units/ml)-streptomycin
(10 mg/ml)-glutamine (29.2 mg/ml)(all from Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA).  Glucose was
added to reach a final concentration of 6.5mg/ml.  The slices were kept in a humidified
incubator at 370 C with a 5% CO2 -enriched atmosphere, and the medium was changed
twice a week.
Gene gun mediated transfection  Cultured slices were transfected using a Helios gene gun
(Bio-Rad, Hercules, CA). Cartridges were prepared according to the manufacturer’s
manual, using manufacturer’s supplies. The full, supercoiled plasmid DNA (total size
14.6 kb),  prepared using an endotoxin-free kit (Qiagen, Valencia, CA), was used for
transfection. Gold particles (1.6 µm diameter) were coated with plasmid DNA at a ratio
of 1 mg gold to 2 µg plasmid DNA, precipitated onto the inner wall of Tefzel tubing, and
the tubing cut into individual cartridges.  Each cartridge contained approximately 1 µg
plasmid DNA.  Assuming (arbitrarily) a 50% coating efficiency, each gold particle
carried on average ~2700 copies of the DNA construct.  After 1-2 days in culture, the
slices were bombarded with one cartridge per insert under 100 PSI helium pressure. After
2-35 more days in culture, slices were removed for imaging.
Confocal microscopy  Explants were cut out together with the membrane and transferred
to an imaging chamber filled with fresh ACSF. Well-separated neurons with bright GFP
expression and no signs of truncation were selected for imaging.   An inverted Zeiss
LSM510 laser-scanning confocal microscope was used to capture images. Images were
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generally taken with a 20X, 0.7NA objective, using the 488 Argon laser line and a 505-
550 nm bandpass emission filter. Image stacks were collected at about 1.5-2 µm Z-axis
steps to cover the full depth of the dendritic tree.  Stacks were superimposed digitally, but
in most cases the full 3-D dataset was saved for further analysis. At the end of each
session, images were taken at a lower magnification (10X objective) in fluorescence and
transmission modes, to record the locations of the GFP-expressing neurons relative to the
pia and white matter.
Neuronal tracing   Confocal image stacks of individual neurons were traced digitally
using Neurolucida software (Microbrightfield, Colchester, VT); all subsequent analysis
was done on the traced data.  For each neuron, a line was drawn on a low-power image
from the cell body to the nearest point on the pial surface, and the coordinates of the two
endpoints measured; these were later used in the analysis to calculate angle of growth
relative to the vertical axis.
Data analysis  The Neuroexplorer software (Microbrightfield) was used to calculate
numerical parameters of dendritic morphology, including soma area, total dendritic
length and number of dendritic end points, and to measure the maximal vertical and
horizontal extent of the dendritic tree. Dendritic coverage area was defined as the area of
the smallest convex polygon that could encompass all the dendritic branches.  Dendritic
tree aspect ratio was defined as the ratio of the maximal vertical extent to the maximal
horizontal extent of the dendritic tree.  To analyze dendritic growth directions,
Neurolucida data in ASCII format was imported into HiQ (National Instruments, Austin,
TX) and calculations were carried out using custom-programmed HiQ scripts. Since
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organotypic slices grown in serum-supplemented medium tend to become quite thin,
coordinates along the depth (Z) dimension varied very little, compared to coordinates in
the plane of the slice; we therefore ignored the depth dimension in this analysis and
treated the neurons as planar projections.  The program first converted all dendritic
chords (i.e. the segments defined by two sequential data points along the dendrite) into
vectors anchored at the origin of axes, then calculated the sum of the absolute values of
the dot product of all vectors with a normalized vector representing the vertical direction
(equivalent to the total length of the projections of the vectors on the vertical axis), and
divided by the sum of all the vector norms (equivalent to the total dendritic length),
resulting in the weighted average of the absolute value of the cosine of the angle of
growth relative to the vertical axis (WACAV).  The average WACAV of neurons with
randomly oriented dendrites should be 2/π or about 0.64; this applies both to a 2-
dimensional neuron with dendrites oriented randomly in the plane, and to a 3-
dimensional neuron with dendrites oriented randomly in space, as long as the WACAV is
calculated on the 2-dimensional projection of the neuron on a vertical plane (see
Appendix).
To allow for an easier comparison of polarizations, we normalized the WACAV
values by calculating an index of polarization (IOP) equal to
IOP
WACAV
=
−
−
2
1 2
π
π
The IOP should give values ranging from ~(–1.75) for purely horizontal dendrites, to 0
for purely random dendrites, to 1 for purely vertical dendrites.
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RESULTS
Morphology of neurons expressing GAD67-GFP in organotypic cortical slices
The data presented here were collected from 143 organotypic slice cultures
prepared from 40 mice and 8 rats.  To visualize GABAergic, non-pyramidal cortical
neurons, we biolistically transfected organotypic cortical slices with the eGFP gene
controlled by the mouse GAD67 promoter (see Methods).  The number of GFP-
expressing neurons observed in successfully transfected slices varied from about 10 (or
occasionally less) to more than 100, possibly reflecting fluctuations in the number of gold
particles deposited on the wall of each gene gun cartridge. Invariably, any GFP-
expressing neuron examined was found to contain a gold particle in its nucleus. Levels of
GFP expression varied between neurons: in many, mostly small neurons, GFP
fluorescence was low and mostly restricted to the cell body, but in many medium and
large transfected neurons, fluorescence level was high and allowed clear visualization of
the full dendritic and axonal morphology. GFP expressing neurons occurred in all cortical
layers, although in younger slices they had a tendency to be more concentrated in the
deep layers.
With almost no exceptions, GAD67-GFP expressing neurons were non-
pyramidal, as typical of GABAergic neurons. Their dendritic and axonal morphologies
were varied; figs. 3.1-2 illustrate confocal images of neurons representative of the range
of morphologies observed.  The great majority of GFP-expressing neurons were either
bitufted (Fig. 3.1A; 3.2A,C,D; 3.3B,D) or multipolar (Fig. 3.1B,D; 3.3C,E-G).  While
most of the GFP-expressing neurons had non-spiny or sparsely spiny dendrites typical of
mature inhibitory cells in the cortex, some were more densely spiny (Fig. 3.1D), possibly
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reflecting an immature stage of development (Lund et al., 1977; McMullen et al., 1988;
Seay-Lowe and Claiborne, 1992). The GFP fluorescence also revealed highly detailed
axonal arbors, rivaling in complexity those visualized by the Golgi or the intracellular
dye-filling methods (Figs. 3.2, 3.3). Some GFP-containing axons exhibited varicosities at
regular intervals, which were potentially en passant synaptic boutons (Fig. 3.2B).
Many of the GFP-expressing neurons had dendritic and axonal morphologies
comparable to previously described putative or confirmed GABAergic neurons of the
cerebral cortex. For example, upper layers multipolar or bitufted neurons with large cell
bodies (>20 µm in diameter) and with axons giving rise to horizontally directed branches
(Fig. 3.1B, leftmost neuron; Fig. 3.2C,D), resembled Golgi-stained large basket cells in
monkey somatosensory cortex (Type 1 of Jones, 1975) and parvalbumin-containing,
axosomatic “fast spiking” cells in rat frontal cortex (Kawaguchi and Kubota, 1998, their
figure 3.6A).  Among neurons in our sample with less common morphologies were lower
layer VI cells such as the fan-shaped neuron of Fig. 3.1A, which was similar to Golgi-
impregnated neurons described in the rat sensorimotor cortex (Ferrer et al., 1986) (their
figure 3.3C), and the inverted pyramidals in Fig. 3.1C (upper two neurons), which were
comparable to the GAD-immunostained neurons described in cat auditory cortex (Prieto
et al., 1994, their figures 13:4 and 14:4)), and to the somatostatin-immunopositive
neurons in rabbit visual cortex (Ramon y Cajal-Agueras et al., 1989, their figures 5 and
7C). The bitufted GFP expressing neuron in layer I (Fig. 3.2D), with a horizontal axonal
spread in layers I and II/III, resembled some intracellularly stained layer I neurons in the
rat (Zhou and Hablitz, 1996), their Fig. 13).
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Computer-assisted reconstruction of neurons with well-visualized axonal arbors
(Fig. 3.3) allowed comparison with additional recognized classes of non-pyramidal
cortical neurons.  Among upper-layers cells expressing GFP were small neurons with
mostly ascending dendrites and many horizontal axonal branches (Fig. 3.3A), similar to
small basket cells in monkey somatosensory cortex Type 6 of (Jones, 1975; compare also
with Prieto et al., 1994, Fig. 8:3). Other neurons in the upper layers had initially
ascending axons with downward recurving “arcades” giving rise to a loose bundle of
parallel, vertically oriented descending axonal branches below the level of the cell body
(Fig. 3.3B-D), similar to Type 2 of (Jones, 1975; compare also with the cholecystokinin-
immunopositive “regular spiking” neurons of Kawaguchi and Kubota, 1998, their figures
3 and 8:8).  GFP expressing neurons in the deep layers often had ascending axons (Fig.
3.3E,F,G), and of these some had axonal tufts ascending to and extending in layer I,
typical of Martinotti cells (Fig. 3.3G; compare with figure 1 of (Wahle, 1993), with figure
2 of Kawaguchi and Kubota, 1996 and with figure 11A of (Klostermann and Wahle,
1999).
Occasionally observed in our slices, but not included in the present report, were
neurogliaform cells (type 5 of Jones, 1975) and bipolar neurons.  Apparently missing
from our sample were axo-axonic (“chandelier”) cells (type 4 of Jones, 1975), possibly
because of the relative immaturity of our cultures, since the characteristic chandelier-
shaped terminals appear late in development (Meyer and Ferres-Torres, 1984).  We were
also not able to identify so-called double bouquet cells (type 3 of Jones, 1975), which to
our knowledge have not been clearly documented in rodents. Very rarely (4 cells, not
shown), neurons with classical pyramidal morphology and spiny dendrites were observed
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to express GFP, possibly reflecting a low-level expression of GAD mRNA in pyramidal
neurons (Cao et al., 1996).  Finally, we consistently observed a small number per slice of
GFP expressing cells with astroglia-like morphology; these were most often found near
the pial or white matter boundaries (not shown).
Quantitative analysis of GFP-expressing multipolar cortical neurons
For quantitative analysis, 150 multipolar neurons were selected, solely based on
their being brightly fluorescent and well-separated from other neurons in their vicinity.
(We defined as “multipolar” any non-pyramidal neuron with 3 or more primary dendrites,
a definition that may include neurons traditionally classified as bitufted.)  Initial analysis
included computation of the following morphological features: soma cross-sectional area,
number of primary dendrites, number of dendritic branch points, total dendritic length,
vertical and horizontal extent of the dendritic tree and total area covered by the dendritic
tree (see Methods for definitions).  Fig. 3.4 shows a matrix of pairwise scatterplots of the
main four parameters – soma cross-sectional area, number of dendritic ends (primary
dendrites + branch points), total dendritic length and area of dendritic coverage. All plots
showed some degree of linear correlation, but the strongest correlations were found
between total dendritic length and the 3 other parameters (Fig. 3.4, bottom row), with
correlation coefficients between 0.57 and 0.70.  Thus, total dendritic length increased
nearly linearly with soma cross-sectional area, with number of dendritic end points and
with dendritic coverage area.
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Directional dendritic outgrowth in multipolar cortical neurons
To determine if dendrites of multipolar neurons have a preferred direction of
growth relative to the vertical axis, we calculated for each neuron an index of polarization
(IOP, see Methods).  A bitufted neuron with all dendrites oriented directly towards or
away from the pia will have an IOP very close to one, while a horizontal neuron with all
dendrites growing parallel to the pia will have an IOP close to –1.75.  A multipolar
neuron with dendrites distributed in purely random orientations relative to the vertical
axis will have, on average, an IOP of 0. Fig. 3.5A (solid line) shows a smoothed
histogram of all IOP values in our sample of 150 GFP-expressing multipolar neurons.
The histogram was multimodal, with the lowest major mode centered on 0, suggesting
random orientations, and several additional peaks at more positive values, suggesting
vertically biased orientations. As expected, the computed IOP values were linearly
correlated with the measured aspect ratios of the dendritic trees (r=0.50, p<0.0001, data
not shown).
 To determine whether the IOP values we calculated were statistically different
from those of randomly oriented dendrites, we conducted a Monte-Carlo simulation of
10,000 neurons, each consisting of 1000 randomly oriented dendritic segments, and
calculated their IOP values.  The histogram of all simulated IOP values (Fig. 3.5A,
dashed lines) had a peak at zero, and declined steeply on both sides of zero, so there were
virtually no simulated neurons with IOP values higher than 0.1, and less than 5% of the
simulated neurons had IOP values higher than 0.05 (in other words, p<0.05 for
IOP>0.05).  Since the IOP of a typical real neuron in our sample was calculated from
1500-2000 dendritic segments, and since the spread in the IOP of randomly oriented
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dendrites should decrease with the number of dendritic segments, the simulation results
represented an upper limit on the possible statistical spread of IOP values in our sample
of real neurons, if they were all taken from a population with purely random dendritic
trees.  Fig. 3.5A demonstrates that the lowest major mode in the histogram of the real
neurons precisely overlapped the histogram of the simulated neurons when scaled to the
same height, indicating that dendritic trees of this group of neurons were not significantly
different than random.  The majority of neurons, however, had IOP values considerably
higher than could be explained by statistical spread, indicating a highly significant non-
random bias of their dendrites towards the vertical axis.
Based on the histogram in Fig. 3.5A, we classified all the neurons in our sample
as either non-polarized (NP), moderately polarized (MP) or highly polarized (HP), with
the cutoff IOP values between these three groups being 0.05 and 0.3, respectively. A
small number of neurons had significantly non-random negative IOPs (<-0.05), and these
were designated tangentially polarized (TP). About half of the neurons in our sample
were classified as MP, while NP and HP comprised roughly 20% each, and about 10%
were classified as TP (Fig. 3.5B).  Thus, about 70% of the neurons in our sample had
dendritic trees with varying degrees of vertical bias, but a well-separated subset, about
20% of the total, had randomly oriented dendritic trees.
Fig. 3.6 shows representative dendritic tracings of neurons from the 4 groups
defined above.  The HP group included many neurons that would otherwise be classified
as bitufted, but some of the HP neurons, and most of the MP neurons, would fall under
the multipolar category.  Some of the neurons in the MP group (e.g. the leftmost neuron)
had dendritic trees that would not be considered polarized had they been classified by
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more traditional metrics such as dendritic aspect ratio, illustrating the increased
sensitivity of our method of analysis.
DISCUSSION
We describe here a novel method for visualizing the detailed morphology of non-
pyramidal, presumed GABAergic neurons in living neocortical slice cultures by GAD67-
GFP transfection. Using a novel computational metric of dendritic polarization, we
demonstrated that dendrites of about 70% of the medium and large GAD67-GFP
expressing neurons are not randomly oriented, but instead show a highly significant
tendency to extend along the vertical axis of the cortex.
Novel method for visualizing GABAergic neuronal morphology in living slice
cultures
In this study we used particle-mediated transfection with the eGFP cDNA linked
to the GAD67 5’ regulatory region, to tag specifically GABAergic neurons in living
cortical cultures.  A similar DNA construct, using a much shorter segment of the GAD67
promoter, was inserted as a transgene into transgenic mice, but GFP expression in these
animals was reported to be restricted to a small subset of all GABAergic neurons (Oliva
et al., 2000). Our construct appeared to label a wide variety of non-pyramidal neurons,
but virtually never pyramidal neurons. With the exception of spiny stellate neurons in
layer IV, which were also never observed in our cultures, all non-pyramidal neurons in
the cortex are GABAergic (Houser et al., 1983; Prieto et al., 1994), so there is little doubt
that our construct labeled specifically GABAergic neurons, but with no apparent subtype
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specificity (see Results and the next section of the Discussion for morphological
identification of the neurons in our sample vis a vis accepted classifications of
GABAergic cortical neurons).
In its level of morphological detail, GFP transfection appears to equal or rival the
Golgi and intracellular staining methods, revealing even fine dendritic and axonal
processes.  Like the Golgi method, gene-gun mediated transfection labels neurons in a
spatially random and scattered pattern, which in favorable cases allows one to follow
dendrites and even axons of isolated neurons for their full length. Unlike the Golgi
technique, however, our transfection method is cell-type specific, in that it labels
selectively GABAergic neurons, and allows visualization of neuronal morphology in the
living state.  These features of the method have important potential applications.  For
example, this method could be used to follow changes in morphology of live neurons
during development in vitro, and to test whether such development is dependent on
neuronal activity or on various growth factors. Another application would be
electrophysiological recordings of synaptic responses in postsynaptic neurons, upon
minimal stimulation of GFP-tagged axons (Jin et al., 2000). Finally, future studies could
take advantage of the well-characterized activity-dependent regulation of GAD
expression in the cortex (Hendry and Jones, 1988; Akhtar and Land, 1991; Martin and
Rimvall, 1993; Benson et al., 1994) and use dynamic changes in GAD67-GFP expression
to identify activation patterns in the cortex at the single-cell level.
Novel metric for dendritic polarization
The observation that dendrites of multipolar cortical neurons have a vertical
orientation bias was made by numerous previous studies (e.g. (Jones, 1975; McMullen
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and Glaser, 1982; Winer, 1984; DeFelipe et al., 1986; Lund et al., 1988; McMullen et al.,
1988), but has rarely been examined quantitatively (McMullen et al., 1984).  Polarization
of dendritic trees has been quantified previously using a variety of metrics (reviewed in
(Uylings et al., 1986), most of which are adequate for describing and comparing the
spatial distribution of dendritic branches, but provide little insight into the mechanisms
guiding dendritic growth. In this study, we followed a small number of previous studies
(Glaser et al., 1979; McMullen et al., 1984) by measuring the local orientation of each
dendritic chord in the brain coordinate system, rather than in a coordinate system
centered on its parent cell body.  Assuming that the trajectory of the mature dendrite
closely resembles the trajectory taken by the dendritic growth cone during development,
such analysis can provide important clues on the factors influencing dendritic growth.
We expanded upon previous studies by employing a novel metric, the WACAV (or its
normalized equivalent, the IOP), as a single quantity indicating the degree of directional
bias in the dendritic tree of a given neuron. This novel approach allowed us to clearly
distinguish between vertically biased and randomly oriented dendritic trees, the latter
having IOP values scattered closely around zero.  A major advantage of this method of
analysis is that it applies equally well to the 2-dimensional projection of neurons growing
in 3-dimensional space, and to neurons confined to the nearly planar organotypic slice
(see Appendix).
Potential caveats
Three potential caveats need to be considered before accepting our interpretation.
The first is that these data were acquired from neurons whose morphological
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development occurred mostly in cultured slices, since at the age of culturing (first
postnatal week) non-pyramidal neurons are only poorly developed morphologically
(Parnavelas and Uylings, 1980; Miller, 1986; McMullen et al., 1988).  This implies that
the neurons in our sample developed, to a large degree, without sensory input, and may
therefore have abnormal properties.  Previous studies have documented similarities in
many of the morphological and electrophysiological properties of neurons which
developed in organotypic slice cultures to those of neurons which developed in vivo,
suggesting that proper development of these properties does not require intact sensory
input (Bolz et al., 1990; Behan et al., 1991; Bolz et al., 1992; Annis et al., 1993; Novak
and Bolz, 1993; Massengill et al., 1997; Sieg et al., 1998).  Similar conclusions were
reached in a recent study that focused specifically on morphological and physiological
properties of inhibitory cortical interneurons (Klostermann and Wahle, 1999).  On the
other hand, dendritic orientation does depend on afferent input (Pinto Lord and Caviness,
1979).  A classic example of this dependence is the morphology of both excitatory and
inhibitory layer IV neurons in rodent somatosensory cortex, which display strong
dendritic (and to a lesser degree axonal) polarization towards the center of their “barrel” (
Woolsey and Van der Loos, 1970; Lorente de No, 1992).  Development of this polarity
requires intact thalamocortical afferents during a “critical period” in early development
(Harris and Woolsey, 1981; Steffen and Van der Loos, 1980).  Similar (though less
dramatic) dependence of dendritic orientation on patterned sensory input has been
described in the visual cortex (Borges and Berry, 1978; Coleman et al., 1981; Tieman and
Hirsch, 1982; Kossel et al., 1995), and elimination of all auditory input during early
development causes a shift of the dendritic orientation of non-pyramidal neurons in
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auditory cortex towards the horizontal (tangential) plane (McMullen et al., 1988). Thus
vertical orientation in our cultures may have been reduced by lack of sensory input,
compared to vertical orientation in vivo, and our estimate of vertical dendritic bias in
vitro should be regarded as a lower estimate of vertical bias in the intact brain.
A second caveat is that biolistically transfecting neurons with GFP may have
altered their normal development and shape. Preliminary studies (X.J., P.H.M. and A.A.,
unpublished observations) have revealed no apparent differences in electrophysiological
and morphological properties between GAD67-GFP expressing and non-expressing
GABAergic neurons in cultured slices. In addition, previous studies of pyramidal cells
biolistically transfected with GFP in vitro (Lo et al., 1994; McAllister et al., 1995) have
revealed seemingly normal morphologies.  We therefore expect that biolistic transfection
and GAD67-GFP expression do not alter the morphology of non-pyramidal cells.
A third concern is that the dendritic orientation of the neurons in our sample was
altered by the slicing procedure, since some dendrites would be truncated during the
slicing.  However the effect of truncation on our cultured slices was most likely
negligible, since the cultures were prepared from animals less than one week old, in
which the diameter (in the horizontal plane) of the dendritic tree of non-pyramidal cells is
less than 100 µm (Parnavelas and Uylings, 1980; McMullen et al., 1988).  Therefore,
only neurons with cell bodies 50 µm or less from either cut surface, or less than 30% of
all neurons in a 350 µm thick slice, suffered any truncation at all, and these would have
been truncated on one side only and most of them by a negligible amount.  Moreover, it
is quite likely that the more severely truncated neurons did not survive in the long-term
culture, leaving only intact or mildly truncated neurons. Most importantly, truncation had
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absolutely no effect on the calculated IOP, since the truncation occurred in a plane
parallel to the plane of the projection, and therefore both dendrites oriented vertically and
dendrites oriented horizontally were truncated to the same extent.
Classification schemes of non-pyramidal neocortical neurons and dendritic
orientation
Neocortical non-pyramidal, GABAergic neurons have been classified in a
multitude of ways, based on a variety of morphological, electrophysiological and
immunocytochemical criteria.  Although morphological cell types can be defined on the
basis of cell body shape (Cobas et al., 1987) or dendritic arbors (Feldman and Peters,
1978; Peters and Regidor, 1981; Prieto et al., 1994), most modern classification schemes
follow the lead of Cajal (DeFelipe and Jones, 1988) in classifying non-pyramidal neurons
by relying heavily on their axonal arborization patterns (Jones, 1975; Szentagothai, 1978;
Meyer, 1983).  Axonal arborization patterns are predictive of the type of target favored
by each inhibitory neuron (Somogyi et al., 1998), and most classifications now recognize
at least three major types: basket cells, favoring somata and proximal dendritic shafts (
Somogyi et al., 1983; DeFelipe et al., 1986); double bouquet cells (described most often
in primates and carnivores, rarely in rodents), favoring distal dendritic shafts and spines (
Somogyi and Cowey, 1981; DeFelipe and Fairen, 1988); and chandelier cells, making
synapses exclusively on initial segments of axons (Fairen and Valverde, 1980; Peters et
al., 1982; Somogyi et al., 1982).  These classes are also distinguishable by molecular
markers: basket and chandelier cells most often contain parvalbumin, while double
bouquet cells contain calbindin (DeFelipe et al., 1989; Hendry et al., 1989; DeFelipe et
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al., 1990; Williams et al., 1992; Peters and Sethares, 1997; Kawaguchi and Kubota,
1998).  Falling outside this classification are several classes of neuropeptide-containing
cortical interneurons, e.g., Martinotti cells, characterized by an ascending axon forming
an extended arbor in layer I, and containing somatostatin, Substance P and/or
Neuropeptide Y (Kuljis and Rakic, 1989; Wahle, 1993; Kawaguchi and Kubota, 1996),
and bipolar cells, containing vasoactive intestinal peptide (Connor and Peters, 1984;
Morrison et al., 1984; Bayraktar et al., 2000; Cauli et al., 2000).  Finally, some
morphological and/or immunocytochemical types also show characteristic firing patterns
(Kawaguchi and Kubota, 1997). A definitive identification of a non-pyramidal neuron as
belonging to one of these classes requires immunocytochemical identification, electron
microscopical examination of its postsynaptic targets and/or electrophysiological
characterization, in addition to knowledge of its dendritic and axonal morphologies, and
was therefore outside the scope of the present study. Nevertheless, based on dendritic and
axonal morphology, our sample of neurons expressing GAD67-GFP appeared to include
representatives of many of the putative or confirmed GABAergic cell classes observed
previously with the Golgi and intracellular staining methods, including some types with
specific immunocytochemical identities.  For example, our sample contained
representatives of at least four of the six types of smooth non-pyramidal cells described in
monkey somatosensory cortex by Jones (1975) (see Results for specific comparisons with
previous studies). Our characterization of GAD67-GFP expressing neurons according to
the level of vertical bias in their dendritic tree is not intended to add yet another system of
classification, and we have not attempted to equate a specific level of vertical orientation
bias with specific classes of non-pyramidal cells. Indeed, it appears from our own and
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previous studies that a vertical dendritic orientation bias is a property superimposed, to
varying degrees, on all classes of non-pyramidal GABAergic neurons.
 What dendritic measurements tell us about dendritic development
Our analysis shows that dendritic length of non-pyramidal, putative GABAergic
neurons is strongly correlated with soma cross sectional area, with number of dendritic
ends and with total dendritic coverage area (Fig. 3.4), confirming and expanding previous
findings (McMullen et al., 1984).  The first of these correlations, the correlation between
soma size and dendritic length, most likely reflects the need for a larger cell body to
support a larger dendrite.  The other correlations may be rooted in basic rules of dendritic
development.  For example, the linear relationship between number of end points and
dendritic length suggests that the average length that a dendrite grows between branch
points is similar between different neurons, implying a common underlying mechanism
involved in determining dendritic bifurcation.  The linear relationship between total
dendritic length and dendritic coverage area suggests that dendrites branch so that a unit
of cortical area (in the nearly planar organotypic slice) is always sampled by the same
total dendritic length.  The 3-dimensional analogue of this last correlation remains to be
investigated.
Possible mechanisms of vertically biased dendritic outgrowth
How dendrites acquire a vertical orientation bias is not known. An attractive
hypothesis accounting for vertically biased growth is that developing neurons sense a pia-
to-white matter gradient of a diffusible or surface-attached molecule. If a single
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extracellular gradient is to account for extension of processes both towards and away
from the pia, one needs to assume that the receptive or signal transducing mechanism in
the neuron is asymmetrically distributed, causing opposite poles of the neuron to extend
neurites in opposite directions, in response to the same gradient. Evidence for precisely
such a mechanism has recently been reported, indicating that the same diffusible
morphogen, Semaphorin 3A, can simultaneously behave as an attractant for apical
dendrites of cortical pyramidal neurons and as a repellent for their axons, by virtue of an
asymmetric distribution of the enzyme guanylate cyclase (Polleux et al., 2000). The
organotypic slice preparation could potentially be used to test such models. Interestingly,
our analysis demonstrates that multipolar neurons did not form a continuum with respect
to their index of polarization; rather, there was a well-separated population (NP cells,
about 20% of neurons in our sample) with a statistical spread of indices of polarization
around the value of 0, indicating purely random dendritic orientations. An intriguing and
testable possibility is that this population lacked the molecular machinery to detect or to
transduce the postulated extracellular gradient.
Functional significance of directionally biased dendritic trees
Our results imply that a vertical orientation bias, which is characteristic of
dendrites of pyramidal cortical cells, is also a feature of non-pyramidal neurons – not
only of the bipolar and bitufted types, but also of those with  “stellate” or multipolar
morphologies.  What advantage(s) may be conferred on the information processing
capabilities of the neocortex by vertically elongated dendritic trees?  The major afferents
to primary sensory and motor cortical areas are thalamocortical axons, which are
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organized along the horizontal (tangential) dimensions in a precise topological order
(Hohl-Abrahao and Creutzfeldt, 1991; Agmon et al., 1995), and terminate in narrow
vertical (radial) columns and in specific laminar patterns (LeVay and Gilbert, 1976;
Jensen and Killackey, 1987; Landry et al., 1987; Agmon et al., 1993).  A columnar
pattern of terminations, although with a fractured topology and with a different laminar
distribution, is also formed by long-range corticocortical axons (Jones et al., 1975;
Goldman and Nauta, 1977; Code and Winer, 1986; DeFelipe et al., 1986; Chapin et al.,
1987; Ojima et al., 1991; Saleem et al., 1993; Pucak et al., 1996). In turn, both excitatory
and inhibitory cortical neurons of all layers extend much of their local axonal projections
along the vertical dimension (Lorente de No, 1949; Somogyi et al., 1981; Bernardo et al.,
1990; Kritzer and Goldman-Rakic, 1995; Fujita and Fujita, 1996; Zhang and Deschenes,
1997; Lubke et al., 2000; Porter et al., 2001), again with specific laminar distributions
(Lund and Boothe, 1975).  These organizational principles ensure that afferent
information pertaining to specific features of sensory space will be distributed and
processed within relatively narrow radial modules, whether in primary (Hubel and
Wiesel, 1977; Mountcastle, 1997) or in high-order (Fujita et al., 1992; Britten, 1998)
cortical areas.  By extending their dendritic trees vertically, pyramidal and non-pyramidal
cortical neurons can potentially sample and integrate afferent and reentrant inputs
terminating at different laminar positions and representing different stages of information
processing, while retaining the specificity of location, modality and/or features unique to
their own module. A similar organizational rule, manifested as dendritic arbors elongated
in parallel to a topologically ordered system of afferent fibers and orthogonal to the plane
of the mapping, is found also in other brain areas, such as the dorsal cochlear nucleus
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(Blackstad et al., 1984; Berrebi and Mugnaini, 1991), the inferior and superior colliculi
(Rockel and Jones, 1973; Langer and Lund, 1974), the reticular thalamic nucleus
(Montero et al., 1977; Liu et al., 1995; Crabtree, 1996) and the cerebellar cortex (Voogd
and Bigare, 1980; Mulle et al., 1987; Wiklund et al., 1990).
APPENDIX
As explained in Methods, to calculate the WACAV one takes the sum of the
lengths of the projections of all dendritic segments on the vertical axis, and divides it by
the sum of all dendritic lengths.  The calculation can be done either in two-dimensions
(using 2-dimensional coordinates) or, if a suitable dataset is available, in 3-dimensions.
We show here that the 2-dimensional and the 3-dimensional WACAV values will be
different, but that when calculated in 2-dimensions, the WACAV of neurons with
randomly oriented dendrites is 0.64, regardless of whether the neurons have developed in
a plane (e.g. in the organotypic slice) or in 3-dimensional space (in vivo).
We start by calculating the average WACAV of a planar neuron with randomly
oriented dendrites. We simulate the neuron by dividing it into a large number of small
dendritic segments, and represent each segment as a unit vector forming a random angle
with the vertical axis (this is equivalent to the “stick analysis” of (Glaser et al., 1979).
Since the cosine is symmetric and since we consider the upward and downward
directions equivalent, we can restrict the discussion to a quarter-circle between 0 and π/2.
The normalized probability that a random angle will fall within the infinitesimal arc
segment (θ, θ+dθ) is the ratio of the length of the arc segment to the quarter circle, or
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(2/π)⋅dθ.  The average of the cosines of all angles (the WACAV of a randomly oriented
dendritic tree) would therefore be 0.64, given by the integral
(1)    
π
ϑϑ
π
π
2
cos
2
2
0
=⋅∫ d
Next we calculate the 3-dimensional WACAV of a neuron with dendrites
randomly oriented in 3-dimensional space.  Calculations are simplified by using spherical
coordinates, with θ being the angle from the vertical (Z) axis and φ being the angle of the
projection of the vector on the horizontal (X-Y) plane relative to the positive X axis. In
space, the normalized probability of occurrence of a randomly oriented vector within the
infinitessimal solid arc bounded by (θ, θ+dθ) and (φ, φ+dφ) is the ratio of the area of the
solid arc to the area of the 1/8 unit sphere, or (2/π)⋅sin θ⋅dθ⋅dφ.  The 3-dimensional
WACAV of a random neuron is therefore given by the integral
(2)
2
1
sincos
2 2
0
2
0
∫ ∫ =⋅⋅⋅
π π
φϑϑϑ
π
dd
Thus, if one has a true 3-dimensional dataset describing the neuron, the WACAV should
be calculated as described in Methods using 3-dimensional dot products and norms, and
any significant departure from 0.5 will indicate non-random dendritic growth.
Often, however, only a 2-dimensional dataset is available, describing the
projection of the neuron on the plane of the drawing (for example, when tracing a neuron
using a camera lucida device).  In this case, calculating the WACAV in 2-dimensions
would give the same sum of projections as in the 3-dimensional case, since the projection
of a vector on the vertical axis is not altered by first projecting it on a vertical plane, but
the (apparent) lengths of the projected dendrites would be smaller than their real 3-
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dimensional lengths.  The length of the projection of a unit vector on the vertical (X-Z)
plane is given by (cos2θ+sin2θ⋅cos2φ)1/2 , so for a set of unit vectors randomly oriented in
space, the average projected length of a vector is given by
(3)
4
sincossincos
2 2
0
2
0
222 πφϑϑφϑϑ
π
π π
∫ ∫ =⋅⋅⋅⋅+ dd
Since this quantity appears in the denominator when calculating the WACAV, one needs
to divide the 3-D WACAV (which is 1/2) by π/4, to account for the distortion due to the
projection. The WACAV of a neuron with randomly oriented dendrites would therefore
be, on average, 2/π, the same as in the planar case.
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Figure 3.1.  Confocal images of representative GAD67-GFP expressing neurons.
Each panel is a projection of confocal images taken at multiple focal planes (Z-stacks)
and superimposed. Dashed lines in A,C,D indicate white matter (WM) boundary. A, a
large fan-shaped neuron in lower layer VI; pia is towards the lower right.  B, a high-
power montage of several microscope fields, including two large multipolar neurons in
the upper layers; note the extended axonal arbor in layer I, emanating from the leftmost
multipolar neuron. Pial surface is seen at the top of the image. The horizontal line at right
represents the approximate border between the superficial (II/III) and deep (V/VI) layers;
layer IV was not identifiable in this part of the cortex.  C, GFP-expressing neurons in
layer VI, including two inverted pyramidal cells (top two neurons); pial surface is
towards the left. D, a multipolar neuron in lower layer VI; pia is upwards. Inset shows
enlarged spiny dendritic segment.  Scale bar represents 100 µm except for inset in D, 15
µm.
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Figure 3.2.  Confocal images (projected Z-stacks) of representative GAD67-GFP
expressing neurons with extensive local axonal arborizations.  A, a bitufted neuron in
the middle layers with an ascending axon. B, a deep layer VI multipolar neuron with
horizontally extended dendrites and a horizontally arborizing, varicose axon.  C, a
bitufted neuron in the upper layers with several horizontally directed axonal branches.  D,
A multipolar neuron in layer I with horizontal axonal branches in layers I and II/III.  In
all panels, arrows point to the initial segment of the axon, identified on the original stack
of confocal images. Pial surface is indicated by the solid line in C, and is upward and to
the left in A,B,D.  Dashed line in B indicates the white matter boundary.  The diagonal
lines in A and D represent the estimated border between upper (II/III) and lower (V/VI)
layers and are drawn parallel to the pia/white matter boundaries; layer IV was not clearly
identifiable. Scale bar: 50 µm in A,C; 60 µm in D; 12 µm in B.
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Figure 3.3.  Computer-assisted tracings of neurons with representative axonal
morphologies.  Dendrites and cell bodies are shown in blue, axons in red. For clarity,
dendrites and axons are represented as lines of uniform width. Pia, white matter and
laminar boundaries indicated as in Figs. 3.1-2.  See Results for identification of the
different morphological cell types.
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Figure 3.4.  Scatterplot matrix of 4 morphometric somatodendritic parameters.
Lines represent best-fit (least squares) linear regressions, and were not forced to pass
through the origin of axes.  Five outlier neurons with soma area > 500 µm2 were excluded
from this analysis.  The correlation coefficients for the six paired correlations are
indicated on the plots.  Probabilities that the regression slope was 0 were p<0.0001,
except for top left (p<0.001) and middle right (p<0.005).
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Figure 3.5.  Classification of GAD67-GFP expressing multipolar neurons according
to the degree of vertical bias in their dendritic trees.  A, a smoothed histogram of the
index of polarization (IOP, see Methods) of all neurons (solid line), with a superimposed
histogram of the IOP of 10,000 simulated neurons (dashed line).  Vertical lines above
graph indicate the cutoff values for dividing the sample into tangentially polarized (TP,
IOP<-0.05), non-polarized (NP, -0.05<IOP<0.05), moderately-polarized (MP,
0.05<IOP<0.3) and highly-polarized (HP, IOP>0.3) neurons.  B, the fraction of neurons
in our sample falling into each category.
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Figure 3.6.  Tracings of dendritic trees of representative multipolar neurons from
the 4 classes defined in Fig. 3.4.  Note that the computed degree of vertical polarization
often, but not always, agrees with the visually perceived one.  Pia is upwards in all
panels.
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Chapter Four
BDNF Mediates Activity-Dependent Dendritic Growth in
Developing Non-pyramidal Neocortical Interneurons in Vitro
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ABSTRACT
Brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF), whose expression and release are enhanced
by neuronal activity, promotes postnatal development of GABAergic inhibition in the
cerebral and cerebellar cortices, possibly adjusting the strength of inhibition to the level
of excitatory activity in the tissue. BDNF was shown to induce dendritic growth in
neocortical pyramidal neurons, but its effects on morphological development of non-
pyramidal, GABAergic neocortical interneurons remain unknown. Here we show that
BDNF mediates depolarization-induced dendritic growth and branching in cortical non-
pyramidal interneurons. To visualize non-pyramidal interneurons, we used a gene gun to
transfect organotypic cortical slice cultures from early postnatal mice with DNA
encoding green fluorescent protein (GFP) driven by the glutamic acid decarboxylase 67
(GAD67) promoter. Individual GAD67-GFP expressing neurons were imaged at 5-day
intervals, and their dendritic morphology reconstructed from confocal stacks, analyzed
quantitatively and compared between imaging sessions.  GAD67-GFP expressing
neurons growing in control medium exhibited a 20% increase in total dendritic length
over a 5-day period, but when either 200 ng/ml BDNF or 10 mM KCl was added to the
medium, this increase nearly doubled, and was accompanied by a significant increase in
dendritic branch points.  Blocking action potentials with TTX did not prevent the BDNF-
induced growth, but antibodies against BDNF blocked the growth-promoting effect of
KCl, indicating that BDNF mediated the effect of depolarization.  BDNF could be acting
during cortical development to maintain a global balance between excitation and
inhibition and/or to remodel dendritic trees of inhibitory interneurons by favoring growth
of branches opposite more active excitatory synapses.
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INTRODUCTION
GABAergic inhibition, although already functional at birth (Agmon et al., 1996;
Wells et al., 2000), exhibits a protracted period of postnatal maturation, lasting for
several weeks in the cerebral cortex (Komatsu and Iwakiri, 1991; Agmon and O'Dowd,
1992; Sutor and Luhmann, 1995; Cohen et al., 2000) and elsewhere (Rorig and Grantyn,
1993; Ramoa and McCormick, 1994). Some of these developmental changes are
postsynaptic, e.g. in chloride transport mechanisms (Plotkin et al., 1997; Lu et al., 1999;
Rivera et al., 1999) and GABAA receptor subunit composition (Fritschy et al., 1994; Tia
et al., 1996; Dunning et al., 1999). Most changes, however, are presynaptic, and involve
biochemical (Balcar et al., 1992; Micheva and Beaulieu, 1995; Guo et al., 1997),
morphological (Miller, 1986) and electrophysiological (Massengill et al., 1997)
differentiation of inhibitory neurons, and formation of GABAergic synapses (Micheva
and Beaulieu, 1996; De Felipe et al., 1997; Marty et al., 2002). The overall outcome of
this prolonged GABAergic maturation is that inhibition in the early postnatal brain is less
efficacious at counteracting excitation, possibly opening a developmental window for
enhanced plasticity during an early postnatal "critical" period (Agmon and O'Dowd,
1992; Kirkwood and Bear, 1994; Rozas et al., 2001).
An attractive hypothesis that accounts for the delayed maturation of GABAergic
inhibition suggests that inhibition is upregulated by neuronal excitation, thereby
establishing a negative feedback loop that counteracts the developmental increase in
glutamatergic excitation, albeit with a lag (Marty et al., 1997; Bolton et al., 2000;
Turrigiano and Nelson, 2000). A candidate mediator of these effects of activity is brain-
derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF), a neurotrophin acting on TrkB receptors and
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implicated in neuronal development and plasticity (Thoenen, 1995; Bonhoeffer, 1996;
McAllister et al., 1999). BDNF enhances GABA release and uptake (Widmer and Hefti,
1994; Yamada et al., 2002) and promotes differentiation of inhibitory neurons (Nawa et
al., 1994; Marty et al., 1996b; Vicario-Abejon et al., 1998; Mertz et al., 2000). Moreover,
activity-induced enhancement of GABAergic mechanisms can be reproduced by BDNF
and/or prevented by BDNF inhibitors (Marty et al., 1996a; Rutherford et al., 1997; Marty
et al., 2000; Seil and Drake-Baumann, 2000), suggesting that BDNF may mediate
developmental maturation of inhibition. Consistent with this hypothesis, GABAergic
neurotransmission is underdeveloped in TrkB knockout mice (Rico et al., 2002) and
enhanced in BDNF-overexpressing mice (Bao et al., 1999; Huang et al., 1999; but see
Olofsdotter et al., 2000 and Henneberger et al., 2002 for an apparently paradoxical
enhancement of inhibition in BDNF-underexpressing mice).
In the neocortex, BDNF promotes dendritic growth and complexity in excitatory,
pyramidal cells (McAllister et al., 1995; McAllister et al., 1997; Horch et al., 1999;
Niblock et al., 2000; Yacoubian and Lo, 2000), but its postulated effects on non-
pyramidal, inhibitory interneurons remain unexplored. Here we used a novel preparation
(Jin et al., 2001) to follow the long-term dendritic development of individual GFP-
expressing cortical interneurons in organotypic cultures.  We report that both BDNF and
depolarization enhance dendritic growth in non-pyramidal interneurons, and that the
effect of depolarization is dependent upon endogenous release of BDNF.
MATERIALS AND METHODS:
Organotypic Culture Preparation: Organotypic cortical slice cultures were prepared as
previously described (Stoppini et al., 1991; Jin et al., 2001). Postnatal day 1-3 mouse
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pups were anesthetized by cooling, decapitated, and the brains rapidly removed and
immersed in ice-cold artificial cerebrospinal fluid (ACSF, containing 126 mM NaCl, 3.0
mM KCl, 1.3 mM MgSO4, 2.5 mM CaCl2, 1.2 mM NaH2PO4, 26 mM NaHCO3, and 20
mM dextrose, saturated with 95%:5% O2:CO2). Under sterile conditions in a laminar flow
hood, 350 µm-thick coronal brain slices of parietal cortex were cut with a Vibraslicer
(WPI, Sarasota, FL).  Slices were then placed on 30 mm Millicell membrane inserts
(Millipore, Bedford, MA), usually two slices/insert, and the inserts placed in individual
wells of 6-well plates containing 1 ml of culture medium. The culture medium was
composed of 46% Eagle's basal medium, 25% Earle's balanced salt solution, 25% horse
serum, 1 % mixture of penicillin (10,000 units/ml)-streptomycin (10 mg/ml)-glutamine
(29.2 mg/ml)(all from Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA).  Glucose was added to reach a final
concentration of 6.5mg/ml.  The pH was adjusted to 7.2.  The slices were kept in a
humidified incubator at 35oC with a 5% CO2-enhanced atmosphere, and the medium was
changed twice per week. After 2-3 days in culture, slices were transfected using a Helios
gene gun (Bio-Rad, Hercules, CA).
Gene Gun Mediated Transfection: GAD67-GFP plasmid DNA was cloned from a 10.3
kb segment of the mouse GAD67 promoter region (Szabo et al., 1996; Katarova et al.,
1998) fused in-frame to EGFP (Clontech, Palo Alto, CA), as described (Jin et al., 2001).
CMV-GFP plasmid DNA ("Green Lantern") was purchased from Invitrogen. Gene gun
cartridges were prepared according to the manufacturer's protocol with slight
modifications: for each 25" plastic tube, 12 mg gold particles (1.6 µm diameter) were
mixed with 25 µg plasmid DNA resuspended in 0.05 mg/ml polyvinylpyrrolidone (PVP)
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in ethanol, and precipitated onto the internal wall of the plastic tube. Slices were
bombarded with one cartridge per insert under 120 PSI helium pressure.
Confocal Microscopy: Confocal images were first acquired at least 2 days after gene gun
transfection, to allow complete GFP filling of distal dendrites. Cultured brain slices were
removed by excising the underlying Millicell membrane from the plastic insert (leaving it
adherent to the culture), and placed under sterile conditions, membrane side up, in an
imaging chamber filled with fresh oxygenated ACSF at room temperature. The imaging
chamber was made of two round glass coverslips separated by 4 mm, held by a stainless
steel frame with a 17 mm wide circular opening to allow imaging. Well-separated
neurons with bright GFP expression were selected for imaging. Neurons were imaged
with a 20X/ 0.7NA dry objective on an inverted Zeiss LSM510 laser-scanning confocal
microscope, using the 488 nm argon laser line and a 505-550 nm bandpass emission
filter. Image stacks (typically 10-20 optical sections/stack) were collected at 1.5-2.5 µm
Z-axis steps through the full extent of the dendritic tree, and saved for offline tracing and
analysis. Images were taken with the lowest practical laser intensity and the shortest
practical illumination time to limit photodynamic damage, and slices were kept outside
the incubator for less than one hour per session. This imaging protocol was found not to
cause any apparent ill effects to the imaged neurons or the slice culture, as most neurons
maintained a normal morphology during imaging and upon the next imaging session 5
days later, and some remained viable even after repeated imaging over several weeks (see
Fig. 4.4B). At the end of each imaging session, low power (10X) images were taken in
fluorescence and transmission modes to record the locations of the GFP-expressing
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neurons in the cortex relative to the pia and white matter. The slices with their adherent
membranes were then placed back into multi-well plates under sterile conditions, and
returned to the incubator.  The same neurons were imaged again 5 days later.
Pharmacological Treatments:  In some slices, one or more of the following were added
to the culture medium: 200 ng/ml recombinant human BDNF (Alomone labs, Jerusalem,
Israel), 250 ng/ml recombinant human neurotrophin-4/5 (NT4/5) (courtesy of Genentech,
South San Francisco, CA), 50 µg/ml rabbit anti-BDNF polyclonal antibody (Chemicon
International, Temecula, CA), 200 nM K252a and 1 µM tetrodotoxin (TTX) (both from
Alomone Labs). Treatments were refreshed upon medium change. Pharmacological
treatments started the day following the first imaging session; treatments lasted therefore
4 out of the 5 days between imaging sessions. Control experiments (slices growing in
normal medium) were interspersed throughout the treatment experiments, but their results
were pooled during data analysis.
Biocytin filling and histochemistry: To verify that GFP fluorescence revealed the full
dendritic morphology, a subset of GFP expressing neurons were filled with biocytin after
confocal imaging. For biocytin filling, slices with the underlying Millicell membranes
were transferred to a submersion recording chamber and continuously superfused with
ACSF saturated with 95% O2:5% CO2 at room temperature. GFP-expressing neurons
were visualized with a 40X, 0.8 NA water immersion objective under an Olympus BX50
upright microscope equipped with fluorescence and differential interference contrast
optics and a Hamamatsu CCD camera. Patch pipettes were pulled from 1.5 mm outer
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diameter glass capillary tubes (WPI,  Sarasota, FL) and filled with a solution of 136 mM
potassium gluconate, 2 mM MgCl2, 0.6 mM EGTA, 10 mM HEPES, 2 mg/ml biocytin,
adjusted to pH 7.3 and 275-285 mOsm. Whole-cell recordings were done using the
Axopatch 200A patch-clamp amplifier (Axon Instruments, Foster City, CA).  The
recordings were maintained for ~1 hr to allow for complete diffusion of biocytin. At the
end of each recording session, the slices were fixed overnight in 0.1 M phosphate
buffered saline (PBS) with 4% paraformaldehyde at 4°C.  After a rinse in PBS, the slices
were incubated for 2 hr with ABC solution (Vector Laboratories, Burlingame, CA),
followed by additional rinses in PBS and staining with diaminobenzidine (DAB, 0.7
mg/ml) and H2O2 (0.3%) in PBS.  The reaction was stopped by transferring the slices to
cold PBS. 
Immunocytochemistry:  For immunocytochemistry, GAD67-GFP transfected slices were
treated with 20 µg/ml colchicine in culture medium for 24 hours.  After fixation for 1
hour at room temperature and overnight at 4oC in 4% paraformaldehyde in PBS, the
slices were rinsed 3 times in PBS and blocked for 1 hour in PBS containing 5% normal
horse serum and 1% Triton X-100.  Slices were then incubated for 2-3 days at 4°C with
one or two of the following antibodies in PBS containing 2% normal horse serum and 1%
Triton X-100:  1:1000 rabbit anti-GABA antibody (Sigma-RBI, A2052), 1:1000 mouse
monoclonal anti-parvalbumin (Sigma, P3088), 1:1000 rabbit polyclonal anti-calbindin
D28k (Chemicon, AB1778), and 1:100 rabbit polyclonal anti-somatostatin (Chemicon,
AB5494).  Slices were washed three times in PBS, and followed by one or both of the
following secondary antibodies: 1:1000 Alexa 546 goat anti-rabbit IgG (ab')2 fragments, 
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1:500 Alexa 633 goat anti-mouse IgG (ab')2 fragments (all from Molecular Probes), in
PBS for 1-2 hours.  The slices were then washed in PBS and coverslipped for confocal
imaging.
Neuronal Tracing: Neurons with strong GFP fluorescence throughout their dendritic tree
were reconstructed digitally from the confocal image stacks using Neurolucida software
(Microbrightfield, Colchester, VT). GFP expressing neurons which were filled with
biocytin were traced a second time with Neurolucida after processing the DAB reaction,
using a 20X/ 0.7 NA objective and a CCD video camera attached to an Olympus AX50
microscope.
Data analysis: Quantitative analysis on the traced data was done using Neuroexplorer
software (Microbrightfield). Numerical parameters calculated included maximal soma
cross area, total dendritic length (TDL), number of primary dendrites and total dendritic
branch points (TDBP). Numerical data generated from the second imaging session (Day
5) were divided by the value derived from the first imaging session (Day 0) to yield a
ratio; geometrical means and standard errors of the ratios were then calculated for each
treatment group and for the control group.
Statistics: Exact, distribution-independent permutation tests (Good, 1999) were used to
compare experimental treatments with control. Computations were done with MathCad
(MathSoft, Cambridge, MA).  All comparisons were made pairwise, between each
experimental group and the control group. Unless noted otherwise, the test statistic was
160
the difference between the means of the two groups under comparison. This statistic was
calculated for 10,000 random permutations of the data, and the fraction of values equal to
or more extreme than the experimental observation was doubled, to yield a 2-tailed p-
value.  No adjustments were made for multiple comparisons (Rothman, 1990; Savitz and
Olshan, 1998).
RESULTS
Transfecting GABAergic interneurons with GAD67-GFP
To visualize non-pyramidal cortical interneurons, we used a gene gun to transfect
cortical organotypic slices with a DNA construct in which the GAD67 promoter drives
the expression of GFP (Jin et al., 2001).  Since the GAD protein is a high fidelity marker
for GABAergic neurons (Mugnaini and Oertel, 1985), the GAD67-GFP construct was
expected to label specifically inhibitory interneurons. Two days after transfection, a few
to a few dozen neurons per slice expressed GFP fluorescence at varying levels of
intensity (Fig. 4.1A). In strongly fluorescent neurons, minute morphological details were
discernible, including dendritic filopodia and spines and fine axonal arborizations (Fig.
4.1C).  To confirm that GAD67-GFP expression is restricted to GABAergic interneurons,
we compared the morphology of GAD67-GFP expressing neurons to that of neurons
transfected with a GFP construct driven by the nonspecific cytomegalovirus (CMV)
promoter (CMV-GFP). With the notable exception of spiny stellate cells, which are
restricted to layer 4 of some primary sensory areas, all non-pyramidal neurons in the
cerebral cortex are GABAergic interneurons (Houser et al., 1983; Meinecke and Peters,
1987; Prieto et al., 1994).  Neocortical neurons with a long vertical dendrite extending
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toward the pia and several additional primary dendrites growing in all other directions
were defined as pyramidal, while all the other neurons were defined as non-pyramidal
interneurons. In GAD67-GFP transfected slices, GFP expressing neurons were almost
exclusively non-pyramidal (99.2%, N=262 neurons in 38 slices) (Figure 4.1, A and C); in
contrast, CMV-GFP expressing neurons were divided about evenly between pyramidal
(45%) and non-pyramidal (55%) morphologies (N=71 neurons in 9 slices) (Figure 4.1, B
and D).  The higher percentage of non-pyramidal neurons in CMV-GFP transfected slices
compared to their known incidence in vivo (15-25%, Ren et al., 1992; Micheva and
Beaulieu, 1995) could reflect either increased viability of GABAergic neurons in
organotypic cultures, a higher efficacy of the CMV promoter in GABAergic neurons, or
alternatively misclassification of some pyramidal neurons as non-pyramidal due to
truncation of their apical dendrites during the slicing procedure.  Nevertheless, the virtual
lack of neurons with pyramidal morphology, among hundreds of GAD67-GFP expressing
cells, strongly suggests that GAD67-GFP expression was restricted to GABAergic
interneurons.
To further confirm that GAD67-GFP expressing neurons were GABAergic
interneurons, we immunostained GAD67-GFP transfected slices for GABA or for one of
the GABAergic neuronal markers parvalbumin, calbindin and somatostatin (Kawaguchi
and Kubota, 1997) (Figure 4.2; only anti-GABA and anti-parvalbumin staining shown).
GAD67-GFP expressing neurons were rarely immunopositive for any of the markers
tested unless the slices were first treated with colchicine, which enhances
immunolabeling of somata, presumably by preventing axonal transport (Ribak et al.,
1978). In slices treated for 24 hrs with colchicine, 16% of the GAD67-GFP-expressing
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neurons were found to be immunopositive for GABA (Fig. 4.2A; N=68 neurons in 27
slices), 6.7% for calbindin (N=74 neurons in 15 slices), 7.4% for parvalbumin (Fig. 4.2B;
N=189 neurons in 26 slices) and 3.5% for somatostatin (N=113 neurons in 10 slices). The
percentage of GAD67-GFP expressing neurons immunopositive for these markers was
considerably lower than the known incidence of these markers in the neocortex, possibly
reflecting a lower than normal level of these molecules in GAD67-GFP expressing cells.
This in turn could reflect competition between the exogenous GAD67 promoter and
endogenous GAD67 (and other) promoters for limited transcription factors. Nevertheless,
these results are consistent with the conclusion that GAD67-GFP expressing neurons
were GABAergic interneurons.
Dendritic development of non-pyramidal interneurons in organotypic slice cultures
Since GFP expression in our cultures revealed the detailed morphology of living
neurons, we were able to follow the morphological development of individual neurons
over time, by imaging the same neuron two or more times at 5-day intervals, digitally
reconstructing the 3-D dendritic morphology of the neuron from stacks of confocal
images, and quantifying the total dendritic length (TDL) and total dendritic branch points
(TDBP) at each imaging time point.  However, since organotypic slices grow thinner and
more translucent with time in culture, and since the level of GFP expression often
appeared to increase with time in culture, we were concerned that any apparent increase
in dendritic length could be the result of incomplete visualization or incomplete GFP
filling of dendrites at the earliest imaging time point.  To test this possibility, we
compared dendritic filling and visualization between GFP and biocytin, a much smaller
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molecule commonly used for reconstruction of neuronal morphology after intracellular
recordings. Seven GFP expressing neurons were imaged with a confocal microscope,
then injected with biocytin through a patch pipette, processed for the histochemical DAB
reaction and traced with a computerized system. The 3-D dendritic morphology was then
compared between reconstructed confocal images and biocytin tracings of the same
neuron (Fig. 4.3). We found that in older neurons, dendritic reconstructions from GFP
and biocytin closely overlapped, after adjusting for shrinkage (Fig. 4.3A). In some of the
younger neurons, however, GFP tracings from confocal stacks missed a terminal portion
of one or two dendritic branches, as evident from comparison to the biocytin image (Fig.
4.3B, upper tracing, arrow).  This was not caused by insufficient GFP filling, but rather
by loss of optical signal from dendritic branches growing deep into the tissue, as
illustrated by the X-Z projection in Fig. 4.3B (lower tracing, arrow). This situation was
easy to identify, since in such cases dendrites gradually disappeared from view while
focusing deeper into the tissue, and such dendrites were therefore excluded from analysis
in all images taken from that particular neuron.
We first followed the growth of GFP-expressing neurons in normal medium.
When first imaged, cultures were as young as equivalent postnatal day 7 (EP7;
Equivalent Postnatal day = postnatal day at culturing + days in vitro) and as old as EP22
(Fig. 4.4A,B). We quantified dendritic growth by calculating the ratio between TDL at
second imaging (Day 5) and TDL at first imaging (Day 0). This ratio is plotted in Fig.
4.4C against equivalent postnatal day at first imaging.  The mean TDL ratio was
1.22±0.07 (N=19 neurons) for neurons first imaged at EP10 or earlier (left of vertical
dotted line), but was 1.01±0.03 (N=26) for neurons first imaged at older ages (right of
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dotted line). The difference between groups was highly significant (p=0.0008). These
data suggest that during the first 2 weeks in organotypic culture, cortical non-pyramidal
interneurons are still undergoing morphological differentiation, consistent with previous
reports (Caeser et al., 1989; Gotz and Bolz, 1989; Annis et al., 1993).  Since we were
interested in studying regulation of dendritic growth during early postnatal development,
all subsequent experiments were done on the younger age group.
BDNF, but not NT4/5, enhanced dendritic growth in non-pyramidal interneurons
To investigate the role of BDNF and activity in regulating dendritic growth of
non-pyramidal interneurons, we followed the morphological development of individual
GAD67-GFP expressing neurons over a 5-day period, and compared ratios of total
dendritic length (TDL) and branch points (TDBP) between neurons from cultures treated
with 200 ng/ml BDNF, or one of several other treatments, to neurons from untreated
control cultures. Representative neurons are illustrated in Figs. 4.5-6, and a summary plot
of all experiments is presented in Fig. 4.7. As illustrated in Figs. 4.5A, growth in control
conditions was modest (note the small rightward shift in the cumulative histogram). As
reported above, the mean TDL ratio (i.e. TDL at Day 5: TDL at Day 0, calculated per
neuron and then averaged) was 1.22±0.07 (N=19); this change was significantly different
from 1 (p=0.01, sign test), but there was no significant change in TDBP (p=0.7).  In
contrast, GAD67-GFP expressing neurons developing in the presence of BDNF (Fig.
4.5B) exhibited considerably more growth. The mean TDL ratio in the presence of BDNF
was 1.42±0.05 (N=27), representing a fractional increase (42%) nearly double that in
control medium (22%).  BDNF also promoted branching of existing dendrites (but not
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addition of primary dendrites): the mean TDBP ratio was 1.25±0.09. Both TDL and
TDBP ratios in the BDNF group were significantly different from the control group
(p=0.03 and p=0.01, Fig. 4.7A,B, respectively). These results indicate that BDNF
promotes dendritic growth and complexity in non-pyramidal cortical interneurons.
The effect of neurotrophins on dendritic growth of neocortical pyramidal neurons
is dependent on intact electrical and synaptic activity (McAllister et al., 1996).  To test
whether the BDNF effect on non-pyramidal, GABAergic interneurons was activity
dependent, we allowed cultures to develop in the presence of both 200 ng/ml BDNF and
1 µM TTX (Fig. 4.5C). Under these conditions, there was still enhanced dendritic growth
in GAD67-GFP expressing neurons, and the mean TDL ratio was 1.62±0.11 (N=17,
p=0.001 compared to control; Fig. 4.7A).  TTX did seem to prevent branching (Fig. 4.7B;
p=0.6).  These data suggest that, unlike the effect of BDNF on pyramidal neurons, the
enhancing effect of BDNF on dendritic growth of GABAergic interneurons does not
require sodium-dependent electrical activity.
To study the role of endogenous BDNF during normal growth, we compared
dendritic growth in control slices to growth in cultures in which endogenous BDNF was
neutralized with a high titer (50 µg/ml) of anti-BDNF antibodies, shown to block the
effect of endogenous BDNF (Ghosh et al., 1994; Marty, 2000; Seil and Drake-Baumann,
2000) or in which Trk signaling was blocked by 200 nM of the Trk signaling inhibitor
K252a (Knusel and Hefti, 1992). Under both conditions dendritic growth was
significantly reduced compared to control (Fig. 4.7A; TDL ratios were 1.07±0.04, N=21,
p=0.03 for anti-BDNF, and 0.99±0.05, N=14, p=0.006 for K252a), Finally, we tested the
effect of the neurotrophin NT4/5, which also activates TrkB receptors and is expressed in
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the cortex during early development (Maisonpierre et al., 1990; Timmusk et al., 1993).
NT4/5 (250 ng/ml) had no enhancing effect on dendritic growth or branching of non-
pyramidal interneurons; indeed, growth in NT4/5 was significantly reduced (Fig. 4.7A,
1.07±0.05, N=14, p=0.03), possibly because NT4/5 competed with endogenous BDNF
over TrkB binding sites.
Effect of neuronal activity on GABAergic neuron dendritic growth
Electrical activity can increase several parameters of GABAergic function
(Rutherford et al., 1997; Marty et al., 2000), but its effect on dendritic growth of cortical
GABAergic neurons is not known. We tested the effect of electrical activity on GAD67-
GFP expressing neurons by incubating slice cultures in a medium containing 10 mM KCl
(Fig. 4.6A), which depolarizes cortical neurons and causes action potential firing
(Franklin et al., 1995; Tongiorgi et al., 1997; Vaillant et al., 2002). GAD67-GFP neurons
cultured in a high KCl medium exhibited enhanced growth and branching compared to
control (the mean TDL and TDBP ratios were 1.39±0.06 and 1.22±0.09, respectively,
N=24). The effect on branch points was statistically significant (p=0.03), however the
effect on dendritic length was only marginally so (p=0.08; Fig. 4.7).
Since electrical activity enhances cortical BDNF levels (Castren et al., 1992;
Tongiorgi et al., 1997), the effect of high K+ could have been mediated through activity-
dependent release of BDNF. We tested this possibility by neutralizing endogenous BDNF
with anti-BDNF antibodies (Fig. 4.6B). Dendritic growth and branching in a medium
supplemented with 10 mM KCl and 50 µg/ml anti-BDNF was not significantly different
from the control group (p=0.3 and 0.8 for TDL and TDBP ratios, respectively, N=11; Fig.
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4.7), indicating that the dendritic growth-promoting effect of high KCl was dependent on
extracellular BDNF.
To test whether normal growth is dependent on electrical activity, we cultured
slices in 1 µM TTX.  The median TDL in TTX did not change (Fig. 4.6C), indicating that
TTX counteracted the increase in median TDL that occurs in normal medium.  Mean
TDL was 0.96±0.03 (N=12), very significantly different from control (p=0.0002; Fig.
4.7), suggesting that sodium-dependent electrical activity is required for normal dendritic
growth.
Finally, to test whether BDNF and depolarization affect dendritic growth in a
similar manner, we used Sholl analysis to quantify dendritic growth within consecutive
concentric rings around the cell body, and compared Sholl plots showing the increase in
dendritic length over a 5-day growth period between control, BDNF and high K+
conditions (Fig. 4.8).  As illustrated, dendritic growth was distributed within a radius of
about 300 µm around the cell body, with the most growth occurring between 100 and 200
µm from the cell body. No significant differences were evident between growth patterns
in BDNF and high K+, consistent with the conclusion that growth under both conditions
was mediated by the same cellular mechanisms.
DISCUSSION
In this study we tested whether exogenous BDNF or depolarization by high K+
enhance dendritic growth of non-pyramidal cortical interneurons expressing GAD67-GFP
in organotypic slice cultures, and whether there was cross-dependency between the
effects of BDNF and depolarization. Short-term (minutes to hours) changes in dendritic
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morphology were previously tracked in living GFP-expressing cortical neurons in vitro
(Fischer et al., 1998; Engert and Bonhoeffer, 1999; Horch et al., 1999; Maletic-Savatic et
al., 1999; Wu et al., 2001) or in vivo (Lendvai et al., 2000), but our study is the first, to
our knowledge, to follow the morphological development of the same neocortical
neurons over several days and even weeks. By imaging the same GFP expressing neurons
at 5-days intervals, we demonstrated that (1) both BDNF and elevate K+ enhanced
dendritic growth of non-pyramidal neurons, that (2) the effect of BDNF is not dependent
on neuronal activity, but that (3) the KCl-induced dendritic growth is dependent on
release of endogenous BNDF.  Taken together, these observations suggest a role for
BDNF in regulating morphological maturation of GABAergic interneurons in the
developing neocortex and potentially mediating activity-induced dendritic remodeling in
the adult.
BDNF effects on pyramidal and non-pyramidal cortical interneurons are
qualitatively different
Exogenous or endogenous BDNF, NT3 and NT4/5 have been shown to promote
dendritic elongation and branching in neocortical pyramidal cells developing in
organotypic cultures (McAllister et al., 1995; McAllister et al., 1997; Horch et al., 1999;
Niblock et al., 2000; Yacoubian and Lo, 2000), but BDNF effects on non-pyramidal,
inhibitory interneurons were not studied previously. Our results show that activation of
TrkB receptors by BDNF, but not by NT4/5, promotes dendritic elongation and
branching in developing neocortical non-pyramidal interneurons. In our study, a 4-day
treatment with 200 ng/ml BDNF caused a 40% increase in TDL of neocortical
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interneurons, which is roughly comparable with a previously described effect of BDNF
on hippocampal interneurons (Marty et al., 1996b).  In contrast, a 36-hr treatment with
200 ng/ml BDNF doubled the TDL and TDBP of layer 4 pyramidal neurons in the ferret
(McAllister et al., 1995). We noted several other differences between the published
effects of BDNF on neocortical pyramidal neurons and the effects on non-pyramidal
neurons reported here: BDNF did not increase the number of primary dendrites in non-
pyramidal neurons, but did so in pyramidal cells (McAllister et al., 1995; McAllister et
al., 1996; Horch et al., 1999); TTX did not prevent enhancement by BDNF of non-
pyramidal cell dendritic growth, but did prevented some of the effects of BDNF on
pyramidal cells (McAllister et al., 1996); and BDNF-induced dendritic branches were
stable for at least several weeks in non-pyramidal cells, but were highly unstable in
pyramidal neurons (Horch et al., 1999). Taken together, these comparisons suggest that
BDNF effects on pyramidal and non-pyramidal neurons are qualitatively different,
possibly because these two classes of cells express different complements of TrkB
receptors, e.g. different complements of full-length and truncated isoforms (Yacoubian
and Lo, 2000).
Depolarization promotes dendritic growth in non-pyramidal cortical interneurons
We found that adding 10 mM KCl to our organotypic cultures promoted dendritic
growth and branching of non-pyramidal interneurons to a level similar to that induced by
200 ng/ml BDNF. Even though the effect on dendritic growth was significant only at the
p=0.08 level, possibly because of the relatively mild depolarization expected from 10
mM KCl, it is consistent with the significant effect of KCl on dendritic branching, and
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with the highly significant effect of TTX in preventing normal dendritic growth, since the
two treatments are expected to affect activity levels in opposite directions: depolarization
by KCl is likely to increase the rate of spontaneous action potentials and synaptic
activity, and thereby also to activate voltage-sensitive calcium conductances (Franklin et
al., 1995; Tongiorgi et al., 1997; Vaillant et al., 2002), while blocking sodium channels
with TTX is likely to eliminate spontaneous action potentials and considerably reduce
spontaneous synaptic activity, thereby also reducing Ca++ influx. Our data suggest,
therefore, that normal dendritic growth of cortical interneurons requires action potentials,
and can be enhanced by activity. Depolarization-induced enhancement and/or TTX-
induced suppression of dendritic growth have been previously demonstrated in some
systems (Magowan and Price, 1996; Reitstetter and Yool, 1998; Vaillant et al., 2002) but
not in others  (Riccio and Matthews, 1987; Dalva et al., 1994; Campbell et al., 1997;
Rajan and Cline, 1998).  Notably, changes were not observed in dissociated cortical
neurons in vitro (Mattson et al., 1988; Kossel et al., 1997; Ramakers et al., 1998).  The
effects of electrical and synaptic activity on dendritic length and complexity (as distinct
from effects on dendritic spines and filopodia) were not studied previously in organotypic
cortical cultures. If, as we propose, the effect of depolarization was mediated by
extracellular BDNF (see below), then the failure to observe this effect in dissociated
cultures could be due to the lower density of neurons in these cultures compared to
organotypic slices, and to dilution of the released BDNF to non-effective levels.
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Depolarization effects are mediated by BDNF release by pyramidal neurons
Depolarization can promote dendritic growth in a cell-autonomous manner, e.g.
through calcium-dependent phosphorylation of the dendritic protein MAP2 (Quinlan and
Halpain, 1996; Sanchez et al., 2000; Wu et al., 2001; Vaillant et al., 2002). Alternatively,
depolarization can enhance dendritic growth through cell-cell signaling (Matsutani and
Yamamoto, 1998; Nedivi et al., 1998).  Our results suggest that the activity-dependent
dendritic growth in our experiments was mediated by cell-cell signaling with BDNF
being the signal, since the KCl-induced growth was prevented by antibodies to BDNF.  In
the cerebral cortex, BDNF is expressed only by pyramidal neurons, but TrkB, the
preferred receptor for BDNF, is found in both pyramidal cells and GABAergic
interneurons (Cellerino and Maffei, 1996; Rocamora et al., 1996; Gorba and Wahle,
1999).  Like NGF (Griesbeck et al., 1999), BDNF expression and release is enhanced by
excitatory synaptic and electrical activity, as has been demonstrated in vitro (Ghosh et al.,
1994; Wetmore et al., 1994; Goodman et al., 1996; Gorba et al., 1999) and in vivo, both
during postnatal development (Rossi et al., 1999) and in the adult (Zafra et al., 1990;
Isackson et al., 1991; Castren et al., 1992; Suzuki et al., 1995; Rocamora et al., 1996; Yan
et al., 1997). We therefore propose that depolarization-induced synthesis and release of
BDNF from pyramidal neurons, retrogradely from dendrites (Davies, 1996; Haubensak et
al., 1998; Hartmann et al., 2001; Kojima et al., 2001) or anterogradely from axon
terminals (Fawcett et al., 1998; Fawcett et al., 2000; Kohara et al., 2001), activated TrkB
receptors on GABAergic neurons and enhanced their dendritic growth. In addition, it is
possible that depolarization also enhanced TrkB expression on the recipient interneurons
themselves (Tongiorgi et al., 1997; Meyer-Franke et al., 1998).
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BDNF and activity-dependent maturation of GABAergic function
We found that depolarization induced dendritic growth of cortical non-pyramidal
interneurons in vitro, and that this effect was BDNF-dependent. A larger dendritic tree is
likely to receive more axodendritic (mostly excitatory) synapses and thus enhance
GABAergic function in the network.  Electrical and synaptic activity in vitro have
previously been shown to promote, and their blockade to reverse, an increase in the level
of expression of GABA and GABAergic markers (Marty et al., 1996a; Rutherford et al.,
1997) and an increase in the density of GABAergic synapses (Marty et al., 2000; Seil and
Drake-Baumann, 2000). Similar to the effects demonstrated here, in the very same
studies these effects of activity were reproduced by exogenous BDNF and prevented by
BDNF blockers, and/or, conversely, the effects of activity blockade were reproduced by
BDNF blockers and prevented by exogenous BDNF, indicating that activity exerts its
effects via BDNF-TrkB signaling. Various other aspects of GABAergic maturation were
shown to be dependent upon or enhanced by BDNF in vitro (Widmer and Hefti, 1994;
Murphy et al., 1998; Yamada et al., 2002) and in vivo (Nawa et al., 1994; Huang et al.,
1999).  Thus, BDNF may play a major role in regulating the maturation of the
GABAergic inhibitory system, and may act during development to keep the level of
GABAergic inhibition in step with the level of excitatory activity, thereby maintaining
activity homeostasis in the network (Marty et al., 1997; Bolton et al., 2000; Turrigiano
and Nelson, 2000). In the adult, BDNF may also mediate the effects on dendritic
morphology of other physiological parameters, such as hormonal state (Barbany and
Persson, 1992; Toran-Allerand, 1996; Murphy et al., 1998). Finally, in addition to its
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global effect on the balance between excitation and inhibition, BDNF could also act very
locally, by virtue of its anterograde release from synaptic terminals (Altar et al., 1997;
Fawcett et al., 1998; Hartmann et al., 2001; Kohara et al., 2001) and the dendritic
targeting of its receptor protein (Fryer et al., 1996) and mRNA (Tongiorgi et al., 1997), to
promote growth of dendritic branches receiving active synapses at the expense of
branches opposite less active synapses. Thus, BDNF could mediate dynamic sculpting of
dendritic fields, providing a cellular substrate for activity-dependent modulation of
neuronal circuits, both during development and in adult learning.
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Figure 4.1.  Gene-gun mediated transfection of mouse cortical slice cultures.  A and
C, neurons labeled by transfection with GAD67-GFP DNA, imaged at low (10X) and
high (20X) power, respectively. B and D, neurons labeled by transfection with CMV-
GFP DNA, imaged at low and high power, respectively.  A-D are from different slices.
Note that in the GAD67-GFP transfected slices, only non-pyramidal neurons expressed
GFP, while CMV-GFP transfection labeled both pyramidal and non-pyramidal neurons.
Arrowheads in B indicate apical dendrites of pyramidal neurons.  Arrows in C and D
indicate the initial segment of the axon, which exits towards the pial surface in the
interneuron (C) and towards the white matter in the pyramidal neuron (D).  Solid white
lines indicate the pial surface; dotted white lines indicate the border with the white
matter.
176
Figure 4.2. GAD67-GFP expressing neurons immunopositive for GABA and
GABAergic neuronal markers.  Sample images of GAD67-GFP expressing neurons
(pseudocolored green) and neurons immunoreactive to a monoclonal anti-GABA
antibody (A) and a monoclonal anti-parvalbumin antibody (B) (pseudocolored red).
Arrows indicate immunopositive GAD67-GFP expressing neurons.
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Figure 4.3.  Comparison between GAD67-GFP fluorescence and biocytin labeling.
GAD67-GFP expressing neurons were imaged 3 weeks (A) or 3 days (B) after
transfection,  then injected with biocytin through a patch pipette.  3-D reconstruction of
the dendritic tree from the confocal images (green) are superimposed on a 3-D
reconstruction from the biocytin tracing of the same neurons (red).  Note that the GFP
fluorescence was at least as extensive as the biocytin labeling, but one secondary dendrite
in the younger neuron appeared shorter in the confocal image compared to the
corresponding biocytin tracing (B, upper tracing, arrow).  The part of the dendrite
missing from the confocal reconstruction was located deep in the slice, as shown by the
X-Z image of the same neuron (B, lower tracing, arrow).
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Figure 4.4.  Dendritic outgrowth of GAD67-GFP expressing neurons in control
medium.  A, projected stacks of confocal images of a representative GAD67-GFP
expressing neuron first imaged at equivalent postnatal day 7 (EP7) and again 5 and 10
days later.  B, another neuron first imaged at EP22 and again 10 and 20 days later. C,
total dendritic length (TDL) growth ratio of all neurons in our sample during a 5-day
period in normal medium, plotted against the equivalent age at first imaging. A TDL ratio
of 1 (dashed line) indicates no change.  Note that dendritic growth was more pronounced
in neurons first imaged at EP7-9 (left of the vertical dashed line) compared to neurons
first imaged at later ages (right of the vertical dashed line).
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Figure 4.5.  BDNF enhanced dendritic outgrowth of GAD67-GFP expressing
neurons independently of neuronal activity.  Left column: morphological
reconstructions of representative dendritic trees of neurons before (green) and after (red)
a 5-day period in culture medium supplemented by one of the following: no supplement
(A), 200 ng/ml BDNF (B) or 200 ng/ml BDNF and 1 µM TTX (C).  Right column:
cumulative histogram of TDL in each treatment group. Each data point represents the
fraction of neurons in the treatment group with TDL value equal to or smaller than the
corresponding x-value. Filled circles represent TDL at Day 0 (before treatment), open
triangles represent TDL at Day 5 (after treatment).  Note that the rightward shift of the
curves  (indicating an overall increase in total dendritic length) was considerably larger in
the BNDF and BDNF + TTX conditions, compared to control.  The change in the median
value can be estimated from the shift of the curves measured along the dashed line at the
y=0.5 position.
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Figure 4.6. High KCl-induced enhancement of dendritic growth in GAD67-GFP
expressing neurons was dependent on BDNF. Left column: morphological
reconstructions of representative dendritic trees of neurons before (green) and after (red)
a 5-day period in culture medium supplemented by one of the following: 10 mM KCl
(A), 10 mM KCl and 50 µg/ml anti-BDNF (B) or 1 µM TTX (C).  Right column:
cumulative histogram of TDL in each treatment group (see Fig. 5 legend for details).
Note the rightward shift of the curve in high KCl but the smaller shift in high KCl + anti-
BDNF and no shift in TTX.
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Figure 4.7.  Summary plot of the effects of all tested treatments on dendritic growth
and branching.  A, ratio change in TDL; B, ratio change in TDBP. Each box spans the
25th to 75th percentile of the datapoints, with the median represented by a vertical line
inside the box.  The whiskers span the 5th to 95th percentiles. The number of neurons
tested is indicated in parenthesis after the treatment label in A, and applies also to B. The
dashed vertical line at x=1 indicates no change. (*)p<0.1, *p<0.05, **p<0.01,
***p<0.005; p-values are from pairwise comparisons with the control group (see
Methods for details).
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Figure 4.8.  Sholl analysis of change in average total dendritic length (TDL) during
a 5-day period.  Absolute increase in TDL in the control, high K+ and BDNF groups
(legend) was calculated separately for each consecutive,  20 µm-wide concentric ring,
and averaged between neurons. Note that the High K+ and BDNF groups exhibited a
greater average increase in TDL, compared to control, but the radial extent of the increase
was similar between all 3 groups.
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Chapter Five
General Discussion
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DISCUSSION
Summary and significance of the current study
Cortical GABAergic interneurons play a crucial role in the normal function of the
cerebral cortex by mediating synaptic inhibition.  Abnormal development and function of
GABAergic interneurons may underlie various central nervous system disorders such as
epilepsy, schizophrenia and bipolar disorders.  As discussed in Chapter 1, impairment in
one or more components of the GABAergic system may contribute to the development of
hyperexcitability, leading to epilepsy (Sloviter, 1987; Janjua et al., 1991; Bekenstein and
Lothman, 1993).  Similarly, abnormal GABAergic inhibition and disinhibition are found
in schizophrenia and bipolar disorder (Benes and Berretta, 2001).  Many now believe that
such a disturbance of GABAergic inhibition may be related to a perturbation of the early
development of GABAergic neurons.  The technique we developed to label living
GABAergic neurons with GFP will provide a new approach for addressing questions
related to the development of GABAergic neurons in vivo and in vitro.
Dendrites are the sites where the neuron receives most of its synaptic input from
other neurons.  Dendrites are crucially important for synaptic integration and summation
and for morphological and functional plasticity (Matus and Shepherd, 2000).  Proper
dendritic development of GABAergic neurons is therefore crucial to normal GABAergic
function in the cortical network.  Therefore, our study of the dendritic development of
GABAergic neurons may not only help us understand how GABAergic neurons develop
and establish synaptic connections, but may also contribute to our understanding of
epilepsy and related diseases, and further our efforts to prevent such disorders.
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Because of their capacity to promote neuronal growth and survival, BDNF and
other neurotrophic factors may have therapeutic value for treating brain injuries and for
ameliorating the symptoms of neurodegenerative diseases (Martinez-Serrano and
Bjorklund, 1996; Alberch et al., 2002).  Several studies have shown that certain cell types
can be genetically modified to express neurotrophins, and then grafted into a CNS lesion
site to promote its repair.  For example, transplantation of genetically engineered BDNF-
secreting neural stem cells or fibroblasts improves the survival of rat neostriatum neurons
(Rubio et al., 1999), and promotes the regeneration of rubrospinal axons (Liu et al.,
1999).  A thorough understanding of neurotrophin effects and mechanisms of action in
the developing brain is essential for their therapeutic use in neuronal stem cell
transplantation and in gene therapy.  Our study on the effects of BDNF on dendritic
growth of GABAergic interneurons may therefore contribute to the application of BDNF
to the treatment of diseases in which GABAergic interneurons degenerate or are
dysfunctional
Activity-dependent and activity-independent mechanism underlying dendritic
development
The precise interconnection of neurons in the brain requires tight developmental
regulation of dendritic trees and axonal arbors, both in size and complexity and in
orientation.  In this study, we demonstrated regulation of these two aspects of dendritic
development in GABAergic cortical interneurons by showing that their dendrites have a
vertical orientation bias and are developmentally regulated by neuronal activity through
BDNF signaling.
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Biases in the orientation of dendrites with respect to functional borders have been
observed in different cortical areas.  In the somatosensory cortex of rodents, tactile
information from the whiskers forms a one-to-one projection to structurally and
functionally defined regions in layer 4 termed barrels (Woolsey and Van der Loos, 1970;
Killackey, 1973).  Neurons in each barrel respond primarily to input from a single
vibrissa, as thalamocortical afferents activated from a given vibrissa are anatomically
confined to a given barrel (Agmon et al., 1993; Catalano et al., 1996).  Spiny stellate and
inhibitory interneurons in each barrel have dendrites that tend to be confined within the
boundary of a single barrel (Woolsey et al., 1975; Steffen and Van der Loos, 1980;
Petersen and Sakmann, 2001; Porter et al., 2001), and are directionally biased towards the
center of the barrel.   Similarly, in the visual cortex of primate (Katz et al., 1989) and cat
(Kossel et al., 1995), where input from the lateral geniculate nucleus is segregated into
ocular dominance columns, dendrites of spiny stellate cells in layer 4 tend to be confined
to a single ocular dominance column.  Neurons with somata close to the boundary
between columns have dendrites that are biased away from this border, towards the center
of the column.  In these examples, the formation of dendritic biases was shown to be
dependent on neuronal activity (Kossel et al., 1995; Hannan et al., 2001), possibly
through the release of neurotrophic factors such as BDNF (Singh et al., 1997; Vitalis et
al., 2002), through the effect of the excitatory neurotransmitter glutamate (Pearce et al.,
1987), or through the formation of synapses (Kossel et al., 1997).
Another kind of directional bias is exhibited by cortical pyramidal neurons, which
have a prominent apical dendrite directed toward the pial surface, and are therefore
vertically oriented.  As discussed in Chapter 3, the growth of apical dendrites towards the
199
pial surface is regulated by a diffusible factor, semaphorin 3A (Sema3A), present at high
levels near the marginal zone.   Sema3A is chemoattractive to apical dendrites and
chemorepellent to axons, possibly due to asymmetric localization of soluble guanylate
cyclase in the developing neurons (Polleux et al., 2000).  This kind of directional growth
seems to be determined by genetically programmed molecular signals, and serves to form
a structural basis for the vertical flow of information in the cortical column, as discussed
in Chapter 3.
In our study (Chapter 3), we used a novel computational metric of dendritic
polarization, and demonstrated that dendrites of about two thirds of cortical GABAergic
interneurons have a highly significant tendency to extend along the vertical axis of the
cortex, indicating that GABAergic neurons conform to the fundamental columnar
organization of the cerebral cortex.  It is likely that mechanisms similar to those
responsible for the vertical orientation of apical dendrites of pyramidal neurons underlie
the formation of vertically oriented dendrites in cortical GABAergic interneurons, even
though we cannot rule out the possibility that neuronal activity plays a role in this
process.
Several previous studies have described the existence of vertical bias in cortical
interneurons, but our study extends previous results in two respects.  One is the use of
biolistic transfection in organotypic cultures to label cortical GABAergic neurons.  This
ensures both clear visualization of dendritic detail and high specificity, in contrast to
previous studies, which were mainly based on the Golgi method with randomly labeled
neurons.  The second is the use of a novel quantitative method to describe the vertical
bias by generating a single index.  This method should prove generally useful in the
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quantification of dendritic or axonal orientation relative to a functional or structural
border, and in quantitative comparisons between neurons developing under different
conditions.
Using the same method of GAD67-GFP transfection, we showed (Chapter 4) that
dendritic development of cortical GABAergic neurons is regulated by neuronal activity
through the release of endogenous BDNF.  The patterns and level of neuronal activity are
important factors in many aspects of the development of neurons, including neurite
differentiation, synapse formation and elimination, and neurochemical expression, as
reviewed in Chapter 1.  Neuronal activity regulates the expression of GABA, the number
of GABAergic synapses and the strength of GABAergic inhibition.  Since GABAergic
inhibition modulates the excitability of cortical circuits, this results in a negative
feedback mechanism that ensures that cortical inhibition scales up or down with the level
of excitation so that the system can maintain a homeostatic level of activity.
In summary, the dendritic development of cortical excitatory neurons has been
shown to have two components: an intrinsic, genetically programmed component, and an
activity-dependent component.  In our study, we showed that similar activity-independent
and activity-dependent processes are involved in the dendritic development of inhibitory
GABAergic neurons as well.
Application of GAD67-GFP transfection to the study of GABAergic neurons
In the last decade, the biolistic gene transfer technique has found broad
applications in biology in general, and in neuroscience specifically, from plant cells
(Klein et al., 1992), to the organotypic brain slice culture (Lo et al., 1994; Wellmann et
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al., 1999), and to the recent in vivo transfection of brain tissue (Sato et al., 2000; Zhang
and Selzer, 2001).  Patterns of transfection have also progressed, from earlier nonspecific
labeling (Jiao et al., 1993; Lo et al., 1994) to genes with specific localization or function.
Biolistic gene transfer has been used for nonspecific and specific labeling of different
neuronal types (McAllister et al., 1995; Jin et al., 2001; Klimaschewski et al., 2002), for
specific visualization of subcellular proteins (Marrs et al., 2001), and for knockout of
internal proteins (Malin and Nerbonne, 2000; Nakayama et al., 2000; Marsh et al., 2001).
Because GAD67-GFP is expressed selectively by cortical GABAergic interneurons in the
developing brain, biolistic cotransfection of GAD67-GFP DNA with other genes in
organotypic slice cultures should prove to be a powerful tool for addressing questions
related to the development of cortical GABAergic interneurons.
One of our original goals in developing the GAD67-GFP transfection technique
was to facilitate electrophysiological recordings from GABAergic neurons, because the
scarcity of this class of neurons makes it difficult to target them for recording.  In the
early postnatal period, GABAergic neurons are even more difficult to identify because of
their immature morphological, neurochemical and electrophysiological properties.
Biolistic transfection with GAD67-GFP DNA will not only allow direct targeting of
GFP-expressing GABAergic neurons, but will also facilitate dual recordings to analyze
electrical or chemical interconnection between GABAergic interneurons, or between
interneurons and pyramidal neurons.  These applications were described and
demonstrated in Chapter 2.
Our understanding of many basic developmental mechanisms of the nervous
system, such as axonal pathfinding and synapse formation and elimination, is largely
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based on the study of ‘simple’ nervous systems or of the mammalian peripheral nervous
system, e.g. the neuromuscular junction.  Studies addressing these basic questions in the
mammalian brain often focus on the ‘principal’ (typically excitatory, glutamatergic)
neurons.  The reason for this neglect of inhibitory neurons may be twofold.  First, in
contrast to the principal neurons, GABAergic interneurons are usually less numerous,
project locally, and are interspersed between the more numerous principal cells.
Secondly, unlike principal neurons, inhibitory interneurons are a highly diverse group of
neurons.  These features make inhibitory neurons difficult to study.  With the use of the
biolistic transfection with GAD67-GFP DNA, it is now possible to identify these neurons
and visualize them in living tissue with great structural detail.  Here we studied the
dendritic development of cortical GABAergic neurons; a straightforward direction for
future studies is to explore their axonal dynamics and synapse formation.
Recent evidence suggests that pyramidal neurons and GABAergic interneurons of
the cerebral cortex are generally derived from distinct proliferative zones.  Cortical
projection (pyramidal) neurons originate from the cortical ventricular zone, and then
migrate radially into the cortical mantle, whereas many cortical interneurons originate
from the basal telencephalon and migrate tangentially into the developing cortex, then
seek the ventricular zone before moving radially to take up their positions in the cortical
plate (Anderson et al., 2001; Nadarajah et al., 2002; Nadarajah and Parnavelas, 2002).
The molecular mechanisms that underlie migration of GABAergic interneurons are not
well understood; it is speculated that a combination of chemoattractant and
chemorepellent molecules may be involved in this lateral migration.  Several genes have
been suggested to be involved in the guidance of interneuron migration.  Mice deficient
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in the homeobox genes Dlx1/2 show no detectable cell migration from the subcortical
telencephalon to the neocortex and retain only 25% of cortical GABAergic neurons
(Anderson et al., 1997).  Studies with mice deficient for the Nkx2.1 or Mash1 genes also
show a significant reduction in cortical GABAergic neurons (Casarosa et al., 1999; Sussel
et al., 1999).  Additionally, trkB-signaling acting via PI3-kinase activation also plays an
important role in controlling interneuron migration in the developing cerebral cortex
(Polleux et al., 2002).  The use of biolistic transfection in embryonic brain slice cultures,
or organotypic slice culture of GAD67-GFP transgenic mice, would allow time-lapse
imaging of the migration of the GFP labeled GABAergic neurons, which will not only
reveal the routes and patterns of their migration, but also help to elucidate the underlying
molecular mechanisms.  For example, introduction of the Dlx1/2 gene by cotransfection
of GAD67-GFP and Dlx1/2 DNA is predicted to rescue migration of GABAergic neurons
from the LGE to the neocortex in Dlx1/2 mutant mice.  Conversely, cotransfection with
GAD67-GFP DNA and a construct to knock out trkB signaling should reduce the
migration of GABAergic neurons, since TrkB signaling is shown to promote interneuron
migration.
Recently, GAD67-GFP transgenic mice were developed by the Agmon and
Mathers laboratories using the same construct used for biolistic transfection.  Like the
method of biolistic transfection, GAD67-GFP transgenic mice will be useful for
morphological, electrophysiological, and molecular study of GABAergic neurons, and
will greatly increase our understanding of their development and function in the cerebral
cortex and elsewhere.
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APPENDIX: DETAILED METHODS
1. Organotypic Culture Preparation
Organotypic cortical slice cultures were prepared using the method of Stoppini et
al., 1991.  Before the experiment, a six-well plastic plate (Falcon, Becton Dickinson
Labware, Franklin lake, NJ) was filled with 1 ml culture medium in each well. Culture
medium was composed of 46% Eagle’s basal medium, 25% Earle’s balanced salt
solution, 25% horse serum, 1 % mixture of penicillin (10,000 units/ml)-streptomycin (10
mg/ml) –glutamine (29.2 mg/ml), (all from Invitrogen, Carlsbad, CA), 3% 22%-glucose
solution (for a final concentration of 6.5 mg/ml).  The pH was adjusted to 7.2.  Millicell
membrane inserts (outer diameter 30 mm, height 5 mm; Millipore, Bedford, MA) were
placed in each well, and the plate was kept in a humidified incubator at 35oC with a 5%
CO2 -enriched atmosphere until use.
All slice preparation procedures were performed under sterile conditions in a
laminar flow hood.  The working space of the hood was covered by autoclaved paper
towels.  All metal instruments and glassware were autoclaved before the experiment.
Postnatal day 2-7 mouse or rat pups (postnatal day 0 being the first 24 hours after birth;
postnatal day 2-3 pups gave best results) were deeply anesthetized by metofane or
halothane inhalation or (in pups younger than P3) by cooling in ice.  A small amount of
70% alcohol solution was used to rub the pup’s head and neck with a sterile paper towel.
Pups were decapitated with a sterile razor blade, the skull carefully peeled away and the
brains removed and immersed in ice-cold artificial cerebrospinal fluid (ACSF) in a petri
dish (ACSF contained 126 mM NaCl, 3.0 mM KCl, 1.3 mM MgSO4, 2.5 mM CaCl2, 1.2
mM NaH2PO4, 26 mM NaHCO3, and 20 mM dextrose, saturated with 95%:5% O2:CO2).
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A vertical cut was made at the level of the tectum.  The brain anterior to the cut,
containing the neocortex, was glued to the Vibraslicer stage, with the cut surface facing
down and the dorsal side facing forward.  Coronal brain slices were cut with a Vibraslicer
(WPI, Sarasota, FL).  The olfactory bulb and the frontal cortex region (about 1000-1500
µm from the olfactory bulb) were cut and discarded, and 350-µm thick coronal slices of
the parietal cortex were then cut.  The slices were transferred into ice-cold ACSF in a
glass petri dish.  A total of 4-6 slices were cut from each brain (depending on the age of
the pups).  The slices were then individually transferred, together with a small volume of
ACSF, onto the Millicell membrane inserts, usually 2 slices on each insert.  The position
and orientation of the slices on the membrane were carefully adjusted so that they were
located at the center of the membrane, parallel to each other.  Excess ACSF remaining on
the membrane was aspirated, leaving the slices covered with only a thin layer of film of
liquid.  The slices were kept in a humidified incubator at 35oC with a 5% CO2 -enriched
atmosphere, and the medium was changed twice a week.  Gene gun transfection was done
after 2-3 days in vitro.
2. Gene Gun Cartridge Preparation
Cultured slices were transfected using a Helios gene gun (Bio-Rad, Hercules,
CA).  Cartridges were prepared according to the manufacturer's protocols with slight
modification as follows:
1) At the beginning of the experiment, a 25” long teflon tube (0.125” outer diameter,
0.093” inner diameter; ‘Tefzel’ tubing, Bio-Rad) was rinsed once with 100% ethanol,
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inserted into the tubing prep station, and continuously flushed with high purity nitrogen at
0.5-0.4 liter per minute (LPM) for 15 min.   
2) 3 ml of 0.02 mg/ml polyvinylpyrrolidone (PVP) in ethanol was prepared by adding
3 µl 20 mg/ml stock solution (of PVP in 100% ethanol) to 3 ml 100% ethanol in a 5 ml
centrifuge tube.  The tube was capped tightly.
3) 12 mg gold particles (1.0  µm or 1.6 µm diameter, Bio-Rad; no apparent difference in
results was noted with the two bead sizes) were weighed in a 1.5 ml microfuge tube.  100
µl 0.05M spermidine was added into the microfuge tube, the solution was vortexed and
sonicated for 1-2 min.
4) 25 µg plasmid GAD67-GFP or CMV-GFP DNA at 1 µg/µl in distilled water was
added.  The solution was vortexed, followed by slow addition of 100 µl 1M CaCl2 during
slow vortexing and allowed to stand for 10 min.
5) The microfuge tube was spinned and the supernatant was removed.  1 ml of 100%
ethanol was added into the microfuge tube.  The microfuge tube was vortexed, then
sonicated briefly to break up the gold clumps.
6) This washing procedure in 100% ethanol was repeated two more times, but the second
and third washes used little or no sonication if there were no visible gold clumps in the
tube.
7) The DNA coated gold particles were then resuspended in 1 ml of the 1:1000 PVP
solution prepared in step 2, and the solution transferred to a 5 ml centrifuge tube.  The
remaining 2 ml PVP solution was used twice to rinse the microfuge tube and transfer the
remaining gold particles in the microfuge tube into the centrifuge tube.
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8) The gold suspension in the centrifuge tube was well vortexed, and drawn into the 25”
teflon tube (step 1) by a 10 ml syringe.  The 3 ml solution filled about 24” of the tube.
After 4 min (for 1.6 µm particles) or 5 min (for 1.0 µm gold particles), allowing the DNA
coated particles to precipitate onto the tubing wall, the supernatant was slowly removed
with a peristaltic pump at a constant preset speed of 5.5 ml/min.
9) The tube was immediately rotated for ~1 minute to distribute the gold particles evenly
on the tubing wall.
10) While continuously rotating the tube, high purity nitrogen was turned on for 5 min at
0.3-0.4 LPM to dry out the ethanol.
11) The tubing was cut into 40-45 0.5” pieces and the ensuing cartridges stored in a
parafilm-sealed vial at 4 oC.
3. Gene Gun-Mediated Transfection
Slice transfection was done under sterile conditions in a laminar flow hood.  A
spacer (provided by the manufacturer) was attached to the barrel of the gene gun and
wiped with 70% ethanol.  To reduce the helium shock wave and distribute the gold
particles more evenly, a nylon mesh (Tetko, 420 Saw Mill River Road, Elmsford,
NY10532) with a grid separation of 70 µm was attached to a plastic ring on the far end of
the spacer (Wellmann et al., 1999).  The spacer was brought in direct contact with the
plastic ring of the Millicell membranes. Slices were bombarded with one cartridge per
insert under 120 psi helium pressure, and immediately returned to the incubator.
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4. Confocal Microscopy
Confocal images were taken at least 2 days after gene gun transfection, to allow
complete GFP filling of distal dendrites.  Under sterile conditions, the Millicell
membrane was cut around each slice (leaving the membrane adherent to the culture), and
the slices placed, membrane side up, in an imaging chamber filled with a small amount of
freshly oxygenated ACSF at room temperature.  The ACSF was filtered with a 0.2 µm 25
mm inorganic membrane filter (Whatman International Ltd, Maldstone, England).  The
imaging chamber was made of two 25 mm round glass coverslips separated by 4 mm,
held by a stainless steel frame with a 17 mm wide circular opening to allow imaging.  A
sterile plastic petri dish cover was placed on the top of the imaging chamber to ward of
contamination.
Strongly fluorescent, well-separated neurons were selected for imaging.  An
inverted Zeiss LSM510 laser-scanning confocal microscope was used to capture images.
Neurons were generally imaged with a 20X, 0.7NA objective, using the 488 nm argon
laser line and a 505-550 nm bandpass emission filter.  Image stacks were collected at
~1.5-2.5 µm Z-axis steps through the full extent of the dendritic tree.  Stacks were
superimposed digitally, but in most cases the full 3-D dataset was saved for further
analysis.  Images were taken with the lowest practical laser intensity (about 7.5-10% of
the output of an Argon laser source with a 15 mW maximum power) and the shortest
practical illumination time to limit photodynamic damage and bleaching, and slices were
kept outside the incubator for less than one hour per session. This imaging protocol was
found not to cause any apparent ill effects to the imaged neurons or the slice culture, as
most neurons maintained a normal morphology during imaging and upon the next
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imaging session 5 days later, and some remained viable even after repeated imaging over
several weeks (see Fig. 4.4B).  At the end of each imaging session, images were taken at
a lower magnification (10X objective, 0.5 NA) in fluorescence and transmission modes to
record the locations of the GFP-expressing neurons relative to the pia and white matter.
After imaging, the slices with their adherent membranes were removed from the imaging
chamber and placed, under sterile conditions, in multi-well plates, membrane side down,
on top of the remaining part of the original Millicell membranes, and returned to the
incubator.  The same neurons could be imaged again in this fashion, at 5 days interval for
as many as 3-5 times.
5. Immunocytochemistry: 
For immunocytochemistry, GAD67-GFP transfected slices were treated with 20
µg/ml colchicine in culture medium for 24 hours.  Slice cultures were cut out (leaving
them adherent to the membrane), and washed once in 0.1M PBS.  The slices were then
fixed for 1 hr at room temperature and overnight at 4 oC in 4% paraformaldehyde in 0.1M
PBS.  The slices were rinsed 3X in 0.1 M PBS (15 min each rinse) and blocked for 1 hr in
0.1M PBS containing 5% normal horse serum (Sigma) and 1% Triton X-100 (Fisher
Scientific).  Slices were incubated for 2-3 days at 4°C in PBS containing 2% normal
horse serum and 1% Triton X-100, with one or two of the following antibodies:  1:1000
rabbit anti-GABA antibody (Sigma-RBI, A2052), 1:1000 mouse monoclonal anti-
parvalbumin (Sigma, P3088), 1:1000 rabbit polyclonal anti-calbindin D28k (Chemicon,
AB1778), and 1:100 rabbit polyclonal anti-somatostatin (Chemicon, AB5494). 
Following incubation, slices were washed 3 times in 0.1 M PBS (15 min each rinse),
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followed by incubation in one or both of the following secondary antibodies: 1:1000
Alexa 546 goat anti-rabbit IgG (ab')2 fragments,  or 1:500 Alexa 633 goat anti-mouse IgG
(ab')2 fragments (all from Molecular Probes), in 0.1 M PBS for 1-2 hrs.  The slices were
then washed in 0.1 M PBS and coverslipped with a drop of PBS for confocal imaging.
Imaging was done on an inverted Zeiss LSM510 laser-scanning confocal microscope.
The slices were imaged with a 20X, 0.7NA objective and a 10X, 0.5NA objective, using
the 488 nm argon laser line and a 505-530 nm bandpass emission filter for GFP, 543 nm
HeNe laser line and a 560-615 nm bandpass emission filter for Alexa 546, and a HeNe
633 laser line and a 650 long pass emission filter for Alexa 633.  To prevent bleed-
through of signal, excitation was done sequentially, one laser line at a time.
6. Electrophysiological recording
Whole-cell Recordings:  For whole cell recordings, slices were cut with their adherent
Millicell membrane, transferred to a recording chamber and superperfused with 95%
O2:5% CO2 bubbled ACSF at room temperature for 1 h before recording began.  Patch
pipettes were pulled from 1.5 mm outer diameter glass capillary tubes (WPI, Sarasota,
FL) on a Flaming-Brown pipette puller (Sutter Instruments, Novato, CA).  GFP and non
GFP-expressing neurons were identified under an Olympus BX50 microscope equipped
with fluorescence and differential interference contrast (DIC) optics and a Hamamatsu
CCD camera, using a 40X, 0.8NA water immersion objective.  Whole-cell recordings
were performed using the Axopatch 200B patch-clamp amplifier (Axon Instruments,
Foster City, CA).  Records were low-pass filtered at 2-5 kHz, digitized at 10-20 kHz,
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saved to disk, and analyzed off-line.  Data acquisition and processing was done with
software written in LabView (National Instruments, Austin, TX).
For voltage-clamp recordings of postsynaptic currents (PSCs), patch pipettes were
filled with a cesium methanesulfonate based internal solution containing (in mM): 136
cesium methanesulfonate, 2 MgCl2, 0.6 EGTA, 10 HEPES, biocytin 5, pH 7.3, 275-285
mOsm.  For current-clamp recording of action potentials, potassium methanesulfonate
was substituted for cesium methanesulfonate.
Unitary IPSCs recording:  To evoke unitary IPSCs, a patch pipette filled with 0.9% NaCl
was placed close to the soma of a GFP-expressing neuron.  Postsynaptic currents were
recorded from neurons close to the axonal arbor of the GFP-expressing neuron using
another patch pipette.  The GFP-expressing presynaptic cell was stimulated with
100 µsec anodal current pulses elicited every 10 seconds using a Master-8 pulse generator
and stimulus isolation unit (AMPI, Jerusalem, Israel); stimulation intensity was gradually
increased until an all-or-none, minimal postsynaptic response was seen (usually between
6-15 µA stimulus intensity).  PSCs were recorded under different holding potentials
between –70 mV to 30 mV to determine their reversal potential.  The AMPA receptor
antagonist CNQX and the GABAA receptor antagonist bicuculline were then added in
sequence to test if the postsynaptic currents were mediated through AMPA or GABAA
receptors, respectively.
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7. Biocytin filling and histochemistry
To verify that GFP fluorescence revealed the full dendritic morphology, a subset
of GFP expressing neurons were filled with biocytin after confocal imaging.  For biocytin
filling, whole-cell recordings were done as described above, and the recordings were
maintained for ~1 hr to allow for complete diffusion of biocytin.  At the end of each
recording session, the slices were fixed overnight in 0.1 M phosphate buffered saline
(PBS) with 4% paraformaldehyde at 4°C.  After three washes in PBS, the slices were
incubated for 2 hr with ABC solution (Vector Laboratories, Burlingame, CA), followed
by 3X rinses in PBS and staining with diaminobenzidine (DAB, 0.7 mg/ml) and H2O2
(0.3%) in PBS.  The reaction was stopped by transferring the slices to cold PBS. 
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